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Abstract 
This thesis attempts to relate the behaviour and 
policy of occupational associations to skill, skill 
hierarchies, and ideas about skill through historical 
analyses of two organisations, the Victorian Operative 
Bootmakers' Union and the Victorian Institute of Engineers. 
It is broadly set within the framework of rational choice 
theory. 
Consideration of previous literature on the nature and 
existence of workforce skill led to the conclusion that a 
study of the relationship between ideas about skill and 
behaviour would be more fruitful than a study of skill 
itself. An analysis of the history of apprenticeship is 
provided as a context for the constraints within which such 
ideas were formed, as well as for its usefulness in 
illustrating the fact that definitions of skill alter and 
are subject to constant redefinition and battles for 
control. 
The Victorian Operative Bootmakers' Union (VOBU) was 
formed in 1879, when factory production was taking over the 
old craft of bootmaking. Its members sought to promote a 
policy whereby the journeyman bootmaker's independence, his 
reward for skill, could be exercised within the new 
constraints of factory production. Independence came to be 
seen as hinging on the maintenance of piecework, a relic of 
the pre-factory days; and union policy on outwork, 
apprenticeship, and eligibility for membership was directed 
to maintaining that independence. The battle to maintain 
piecework had taken the VOBU from the Wages Boards to the 
Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Court, where the 
V 
drive to protect independence came to rely on the provision 
of fair wage rates and compulsory apprenticeship. The 
federal union formed to take the case to the Conciliation 
and Arbitration Court went on to become a strong and 
powerful organisation, which is still in existence today. 
The Victorian Institute of Engineers (VIE) was formed 
in 1883, primiarily by mechanical engineers. It later 
became a general association catering for all but mining 
engineers. Mechanical engineering was a new occupation 
which drew its traditions and its personnel from the 
different fields of the mechanic/millwright and the civil 
engineer. These mixed origins, and the lack of firmly 
identifiable traditions, led to confusion about the status 
and identity of mechanical engineers. This confusion was 
reflected in VIE policy on the education and training of 
mechanical engineers, and reached a crisis when an 
explicitly professional engineering body was formed in 
1920. The main factor in VIE policy had been a belief in 
the importance of practical skill for mechanical engineers, 
but in other respects they were torn between the two ideals 
of skilled craftsmanship and professionalism. Eventually 
their rejection of official professionalism led to a split 
in the Institute, with the mechanical engineers clinging to 
a dying organisation while the civil engineers foirmed the 
basis of the successful Institution of Engineers, 
Australia. 
I argue that the policies and behaviour of both these 
very different organisations are explicable if we look at 
their members' ideas about skill, and the way they acquired 
those ideas. 
VJ 
Acknowledgements 
Many people gave help and advice during the 
preparation of this thesis. My supervisors, Dr D. Rawson of 
the Department of Political Science in the Research School 
of Social Sciences at the Australian National University, 
and Dr C. Fisher, now of the Academy of the Social 
Sciences, provided criticism, advice and encouragement at 
all stages. The archivists at the ANU Archives of Business 
and Labour provided a congenial atmosphere in which to 
work, together with prompt service and expert advice. 
The Department of Political Science, RSSS, ANU not 
only provided a congenial atmosphere and excellent 
facilities, but also friendship. In particular I would like 
to thank Bruce Stone who shared an office with me for over 
two years, and became a good friend. Brigitte Coles, 
Christine Treadwell, Andrea Allen and Sue Wrightson were 
excellent morning tea companions; they also assisted with 
information and advice. 
At a later stage the National Muse\im of Australia 
provided a similarly congenial atmosphere, and considerable 
practical assistance. Particular thanks are due to Sally 
Irvine who typed numerous drafts of the manuscript, and to 
Sally Fletcher who accepted my absences with good grace. 
Finally I must thank Adrian Benstead who spent many 
hours proofreading the thesis. Any omissions in the text 
are my responsibility, not his. 
Vll 
IX 
iv 
vi 
Table of Contents 
Declaration 
Abstract 
Acknowledgements 
Introduction 1 
1. The Historiography of Skill 12 
2. Apprenticeship, Trade Unionism and Skill 44 
3. The Evolution of a Labour Process 83 
4. The Independence of Skill 105 
5. The Era of Law 132 
6. ^They call themselves mechanical engineers' 195 
7. Mechanical Engineering in Australia 230 
8. Craft or Profession? 261 
9. Conclusion 288 
Appendix A. Official Statistics on the Bootmaking 
Industry 303 
Appendix B. Official Statistics on Mechanical 
Engineering 310 
INTRODUCTION 
In the preface to his book, Skill and the English 
Working Class, 1870-1914, Charles More points out that the 
answers to questions about the nature of skill and its 
acquisition will depend on whether the reply comes from an 
economist or a sociologist. 
Most economists would reply that skill is 
acquired by training ... [which would] confer 
real, and perhaps even measurable, skill. Many 
sociologists, on the other hand, would answer 
that skill itself is a social artefact, produced 
by restrictions on the entry of workers to 
certain trades, or by other means the common aim 
of which is to artificially delimit the tasks of 
different workers. In this analysis, skill is not 
necessary to the efficient functioning of 
industry but is ^socially constructed^ 
More is an historian, and he implies that historians 
have not addressed themselves to questions concerning the 
nature or existence of skill but have simply assumed its 
existence as a division between workers. Although More was 
the first modern historian to focus on skill, much recent 
historical work contains implicit assumptions about what 
skill is. Many historians have treated the division of 
labour by skill as natural and unproblematical, although 
there has been considerable work on the political and 
social implications of this structuring. In recent work, 
however, there has been a recognition that this structuring 
of the workforce by attribution of skill labels is neither 
strictly necessary nor natural. 
Ic. More, Skill and the English Working Class, 1870-1914, 
1980, p. 10; Social construction need not mean that the 
skill is not necessary to industry, see chapter 1 -
useful concept?' for an elaboration of this point. 
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My interest in the concept of skill as a criterion for 
the division of labour arose out of a concern to understand 
the historical relationship between trade union policy and 
the labour process. It quickly became apparent that 
workers' ideas about skill influence and are influenced by 
their interaction with the labour process, and that it 
would be necessary to look at the ways in which skill 
operated in the division of labour. Consideration of how 
and why, and by whom, a division of labour based on skill 
differentials has been constructed does not imply 
acceptance of the 'social construction model' described by 
More. Rather, there is an assumption that skill, whether 
real and necessary to industry or not, is constructed by 
the relations of production within society. If skill is 
conferred on workers by virtue of their having received 
training, for example, then the availability of that 
training, and the particular forms which it might take, are 
structured and constrained by the relations of production. 
Study of the labour process, and its formation and 
transformation, is prompted by a belief that the behaviour 
of workers and their organisations can best be understood 
as rational responses to real conditions. In Trade Unions; 
the Logic of Collective Action Colin Crouch sought to 
expound a general theory of trade unionism based on the 
premise of rationality. His theory is an adaption of the 
rational choice models used by economists to explain 
economic behaviour.^ He claimed that there were three 
'mutually indispensable' ways of explaining behaviour: by 
showing how that behaviour is suited to the structures of 
the society within which it exists, by showing that the 
value systems and beliefs of the people involved predispose 
them toward particular behaviour, and by showing that the 
behaviour was a rational choice for individuals concerned 
to maximize their own interests. Each of these methods of 
2c. Crouch, Trade Unions: the Logic of Collective Action, 
1982, pp. 11-12. 
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explanation should be used to complement the others. In 
seeking to understand a particular policy decision one 
might begin with a consideration of the structural 
constraints within which that decision was made; the 
existence of a capitalist mode of production, for example, 
or of a system of state intervention in the wage fixing 
process. Within the limitations of these constraints 
choices are made which are further constrained by the ideas 
and values of the people involved; a belief that young 
children should or should not be expected to be productive 
members of a household, for example, might restrict the 
number of possible choices available in a given situation. 
The labour process is the means by which goods are 
produced by human beings - the way work is performed and 
organised for that production. In any industry, trade or 
occupation it is formed through a complex set of 
inter-relationships between workers and employers, labour 
markets, and product markets. Broad structural changes in 
the economy will also impact on the labour process, by 
providing additional incentive for employers to mechanise 
parts of the production process during depressions or 
recessions, for example.^ Above all, the formation of a 
labour process is an historical process, an evolution of a 
constantly changing set of relationships. The internal 
logic of the capitalist economy and mode of production 
provide both the broad structural constraints within which 
labour process formation takes place and the dynamic around 
which it takes a particular form in each case, the struggle 
for control between workers and employers. But these 
constraints are not total; they limit the number of 
possible outcomes, and the choices of workers and 
employers, but they do not set out a pre-ordinated pathfrom 
which there is no going back. Formation of a labour process 
is neither unilateral nor unilinear. 
3r Price, "Theories of labour process formation', pp. 
94] 101, in Journal of Social History, 1984, vol. 18, no. 
1,'pp. 91-110. 
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To look at the behaviour and policy of occupational 
associations through the formation and transformation of 
the labour process in the occupations in which their 
members work is to pursue a more historical analysis of 
that behaviour. If we assume that behaviour represents 
rational responses to specific conditions in a specific 
time and place, then the study of the relevant labour 
process is essential to explaining the behaviour of 
occupational associations. Crouch, for example, states that 
the behaviour of trade unions can be understood 'if one 
examines the context in which they operate, the 
opportunities and limitations confronting them'."^ At a 
less general level Hagan and Fisher have made the similar 
point that 
if we begin by asking what sort of work the 
unionist did, and how he was paid for it, we ... 
can formulate possible explanations for decisions • • • 
Like trade unions, professional and other occupational 
associations also operate within specific contexts which 
provide certain opportunities and limitations.^ 
In this thesis I examine the ways in which ideas about 
skill, and members' perceptions of themselves and others as 
skilled or unskilled, have influenced the policy decisions 
and behaviour of two occupational organisations. In 
Australia these issues have not previously been the focus 
of any major work. Case studies of each of the 
organisations form the main substance of the thesis: the 
first is the Victorian Operative Bootmakers' Union which 
^Crouch, p. 11. , . £ 
Hagan and C. Fisher, 'Piecework and some of xts 
consequences in the printing and coal mining industries in 
Australia, 1850-1930', p. 39, in Labour History, 1973, vol. 
25, pp. 19-39. . 1 ^The various forms of non trade union occupational 
associations are discussed in Chapter Eight. 
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became the Victorian branch of the Australian Boot: Trade 
Employees Federation; the second is the Victorian Institute 
of Engineers, formed from the Victorian Engineers 
Association. 
Both of the case studies presented here deal with 
occupations which underwent quite marked transformation of 
the labour process in the period under study. This 
transformation was accompanied by changes in the way 
workers were trained and in the skill status of individuals 
and of occupations. This was a deliberate selection 
criterion; I hoped that the debate and discussion resulting 
from the stress of such change would result in good records 
showing the bases on which decisions and policy were made. 
This hope was justified in both cases. Under stress the 
underlying rationale for policy and behaviour was discussed 
and debated in a way that would have been unlikely in more 
settled periods of the organisations' existence. Although 
they rarely link attitudes and action together explicitly 
the records of both organisations contain considerable 
evidence of their members attitudes to themselves, their 
skills, and their work. There was no need to justify or 
explain behaviour in records which were written primarily 
for the benefit of those who already knew what had happened 
and why. Such explanation and interpretation is the task of 
the historian or social scientist. 
A further point needs to be made about the 
relationship of the case studies to each other, and to the 
earlier chapters of the thesis. The literature discussed in 
the first chapter, on skill and the division of labour, and 
in the second chapter, on the control and regulation of 
apprenticeship, deals overwhelmingly with these issues as 
they relate to trade unions and employees. The Victorian 
Institute of Engineers, however, was not a trade union. 
Many of its members were employees but a considerable 
number were not, and any suggestions that the Institute 
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should undertake trade union activity were explicitly 
rejected. The case studies are intended, separately and 
independently, to provide evidence on which to test the 
hypothesis that ideas about skill influence the policy and 
behaviour of occupational associations. Comparison of the 
policy and behaviour of the two organisations discussed is 
not intended; such a comparison would serve no purpose in 
the consideration of the hypothesis. Nevertheless, the two 
organisations are similar enough in type for the literature 
on skill, division of labour, and the training of new 
entrants to be relevant context for the discussion of the 
behaviour and policy of both of them. Professionalism 
operates within the division of labour just as skill does; 
it is a means of marking out boundaries within the area of 
the social division of labour for particular groups."^ As 
a form of the division of labour it is subject to similar 
battles for the control of the area delineated as are areas 
negotiated around lines of skill or craft. Attempts to 
exert such control are not limited to employee 
associations; the medieval guilds, for example, which 
sought to control apprenticeship and training in their 
areas of the division of labour, were made up of both 
employers and employees. In this sense the issues of skill 
and professionalism are not as different as they might at 
first appear. 
Each case study attempts to explain, through an 
analysis of the interactions between labour process 
formation and workers' ideas about skill, a seemingly 
irrational, or odd, behaviour. And it is that behaviour 
which determines the chronological limitations of each of 
the case studies. Both begin essentially with the formation 
of the respective organisation, the Victorian Operative 
Bootmakers Union in 187 9, and the Victorian Engineers 
Although I argue in chapter eight that the Institute was 
not a professional association it does fit closer to that 
model than to one of trade unionism. 
Association in 1883, although the conditions preceding the 
formation of each are also given considerable attention. 
In the case of the Victorian Operative Bootmakers' 
Union the 'irrational' behaviour was an attitude to 
piecework which persisted for many years in the face of 
considerable changes to the system in which it had 
originally emerged. Although research was continued on the 
period up to 1920, it was in the case argued in the 
Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Court in 1909 
that the union's changed attitude to piecework was seen at 
its clearest and most obvious. The case also marked the 
acceptance of other major policy changes for the ABTEF, of 
which the VOBU had by that time become the Victorian 
branch; notably the issues of apprenticeship and the 
training of workers. When Justice Higgins handed down his 
award in the Bootmakers case in 1910 a new era had begun 
for the bootmaking unions, just as one had begun in 1896 
with the introduction of the Wages Board system by the 
Victorian Government. Although some consideration is given 
in chapter five to events that occurred after 1910 the 
discussion is brief; the internally logical cut off point, 
for the purposes of this work, is 1910. 
For the Victorian Institute of Engineers the 'odd 
behaviour' was their refusal, alone of all the major 
engineering associations in the country, to join the 
Institution of Engineers, Australia in 1920. When the 
Institute was formed the mechanical engineers were only 
just beginning to emerge as an entity separate from the 
metal trades craftsmen. That they chose to form something 
akin to a professional association, rather than the trade 
union their predecessors would traditionally have 
organised, is an indication of the shift they were making 
from seeing themselves as skilled craftsmen to at least a 
consideration of professionalism. That they then refused to 
join an explicitly professional association when it was 
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formed is an action which requires explanation. It is an 
indication that the shift had not been completed; ideas 
about skill inherited from their origins in the metal 
trades were still strongly evident and were informing 
policy and behaviour. Again, research was conducted on the 
period after the decision had been taken, but the 
internally logical cut off point for this case study was 
1920. The period after 1920 was one of decline and 
despondency for the VIE, as the Institution of Engineers, 
Australia acquired members and status at its expense. For 
the purposes of this thesis a brief discussion of events 
after 1920 is all that is required, to the extent that 
later actions and discussions throw light on the 1920 
decision. 
In each case the analysis begins with an examination 
of the interactions between labour process formation and 
occupational organisation in Britain and, in the case of 
the mechanical engineers particularly, the United States. 
In part this is because of the need to understand the 
institutions and ideas which Australians inherited or 
brought with them. As well, it is an attempt to sketch in 
some comparative context by looking at the way American and 
British bootmakers and engineers responded to similar 
circiimstances and situations. 
After each of these introductory chapters (chapters 
three and six) there are two which deal with attitudes 
toward skill and their importance for understanding the 
behaviour of the organisation. These chapters are organised 
around issues and events which were of particular 
importance for the group at the time, and which illustrate 
the interactions between ideas about skill and behaviour. 
Thus chapters four and five are organised around the 
attempts of the bootmaker's union to maintain a sense of 
independence for its members through the exercise of 
control over aspects of the labour process, and its resort 
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to law as a means of trying to enforce that control when 
state intervention in industrial relations opened that 
option. Chapters seven and eight are organised around the 
creation of mechanical engineering in Australia and the 
implications of the way in which some came to see 
themselves as mechanical engineers and to regard themselves 
and their work as quite different from the craftsmen and 
crafts which had preceded them. 
Looking at ideas about skill is, of course, different 
to looking at skill itself. Skill is an extremely difficult 
concept to define in more than a general sense. The 
quotation from Charles More, with which I began this 
section, points to only a part, albeit the most interesting 
part, of the academic debates around the concept of skill. 
These debates, and their problems and limitations, are 
discussed in chapter one. It is one of the arguments of 
this thesis that, in attempting to relate organisational 
behaviour to changes in the labour process, the concept of 
ideas about skill is both simpler and more useful as an 
analytic tool than is skill itself. 
I argue that ideas about skill have strongly 
influenced the battle between workers, employers, and the 
state for control over apprenticeship as the most common 
means of conferring skilled status in the workforce. Prior 
to the rise of vocational training in the universities 
apprenticeship was the common method of skill acquisition 
in the 'learned professions' of law and medicine in much 
the same way as in the trades of carpentry and 
blacksmithing. The importance of apprenticeship in 
conferring skilled status was such that a number of groups 
had interests in regulating or controlling the way the 
system operated. When the colonies which have now become 
Australia and the United States were founded by English 
settlers they inherited English ideas, and in the case of 
Australia even English legislation, about 
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apprenticeship.3 Chapter two considers the way in which 
control and regulation of apprenticeship by workers, 
employers, and the state operated in England from the 
sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries, firstly as a means 
of showing the long history of attempts to control and 
utilise the apprenticeship system, and secondly in order to 
assist our understanding of the kinds of institutions and 
ideas which the Australian colonies inherited. Legislation 
and other government activity on apprenticeship matters in 
Victoria and New South Wales are dealt with briefly; there 
is little detail as the issues of apprenticeship and 
training are dealt with at considerable length in both of 
the case studies. The control of entry to the occupation 
and of skill attribution were matters of great concern to 
both the VOBU and the VIE. Considerable emphasis is given 
within the case studies to the attitudes and policies of 
the two organisations to these matters. 
The thesis is presented as a contribution to both the 
understanding of our history and to the contemporary 
debates about skill formation and skill levels in the 
Australian workforce. In both cases the value of the 
discussions would be enhanced by consideration of the 
questions addressed here: how is skill defined?; how do 
people determine who is skilled and who is not?; who 
determines the skill levels required for particular jobs, 
and what happens when different definitions of skill and 
skill requirements come into conflict? Finally, what impact 
do ideas about skill have on the behaviour of organisations 
in the workplace? This question could be profitably 
addressed in the examination of employer organisations, 
professional associations and trade unions. In the 
^The status of English statute law in the early American 
colonies is unclear; while the colonies certainly adopted 
many aspects of English common law the applicability of 
Statute law was not simply assumed. For a discussion of 
early American law relating to apprenticeship see R.B. 
Morris, Government and Labor in Early Ajnerica, 1965, pp. 
3-13, 363-389. 
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contemporary debates nobody seems to have seriously asked 
these questions. As a consequence the discussions lack 
depth; little or no attempt is made to understand the views 
of other parties, and the proceedings are conducted in an 
adversarial manner which seems likely only to lead to 
greater levels of industrial disputation. At great cost, 
and for little likely return, unions, employers and 
governments are seeking to improve skill levels within the 
Australian workforce without a real understanding of what 
skill is or how it operates. 
CHAPTER 1 
The Historiography of Skill 
The study of the division of labour within capitalist 
society is almost as old as the forms of production which 
characterise capitalism. The earliest writers on the 
division of labour in industry were the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth century political economists. Maxine Berg 
has made it clear that it was no accident that the division 
of labour should have formed such a large part of the 
subject matter of political economy.^ The first half of 
the nineteenth century was punctuated by a series of 
economic crises, and it was in this context that machinery 
made its entry and advance; the social disruption which 
occurred threw into guestion eighteenth century notions of 
progress and evolutionary improvement. In the eighteenth 
century 
there was no Machinery Question. The machine was 
then simply a material contrivance which 
demonstrated the culmination and success of the 
division of labour.^ 
The Political Economists 
Adam Smith published The Wealth of Nations in 1776 
and, although he referred to possible deleterious effects 
'upon the moral and intellectual gualities of the labour 
force', it is clear that his view of the division of labour 
was that it was essentially a progressive force.^ 
Crediting it with the responsibility for improvements in 
^M. Berg, The Machinery Question and the Making of 
Political Economy 1815-48, 1980, p. 10. 
^Ibid., p.l , , _ 3N. Rosenberg, 'Adam Smith on the Division or Labour: Two 
Views or One', pp. 138-9, in Economica, 1965, vol xxxii, 
pp. 127-39; A. Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes 
of' the Wealth of Nations, Clarendon Press, 1976, first 
published 1776, pp. 13-15. 
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productivity, the dexterity of workers, and the invention 
of machinery. Smith claimed that the division of labour was 
one of the distinguishing features between man and the 
other animals, arising as a natural consequence of the 
^general disposition to truck, barter, and exchange."^ He 
believed that the future of the British economy depended 
upon its capacity to generate technical change, thus 
raising productivity and income; a capacity that flowed 
from the division of labour and its consequences.^ 
Division of labour freed the skilled worker, who possessed 
that ^expertness in manipulation and in the details of 
various processes [which] can only be attained by slow 
degrees', from having to undertake many menial tasks thus 
lowering the cost of production. As well the focus of the 
worker's attention was narrowed thereby increasing his 
capacity for instituting improvements in the way work was 
performed.^ At the same time, the upper classes of 
society were entirely freed from the compulsion to earn 
their livings through "prolonged drudgery', and it was from 
this group that Smith expected the main impetus of 
invention and technological change to come. 
Maxine Berg has suggested that Smith's emphasis on the 
benefits of division of labour led to his definition of 
skill being the first to move away from an identification 
with craftsmanship. It was, in fact, dependent upon the 
breakdown of craft through the division of labour."^ It is 
clear that Smith saw skill as a real entity; a necessary 
component of production which the division of labour could 
reduce the requirement for. Later writers were, as we would 
expect from Berg's analysis of the rise of political 
economy, more circumspect in their evaluations of the 
division of labour. 
John Stuart Mill differed quite fundamentally from 
^Smith, p. 30. 
^Rosenberg, p. 128. 
^Smith, cited in Berg, p. 85; Rosenberg, p. 134. 
"^Berg, p. 33. 
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Adam Smith in his work on the division of labour, failing 
to provide unqualified support for an increasingly complex 
and minute level of specialisation. He acknowledged the 
need for some division of labour, without which 'very few 
things would be produced at all', but felt its main value 
lay not in the increased dexterity of the worker who 
performed only a single task, but the 'more economical 
distribution of labour, by classing the work-people 
according to their capacity'.^ He claimed, for example, 
that dexterity and speed were not in themselves entitled to 
be called skill but that versatility was the important 
characteristic of the skilled workman.^ Nevertheless he 
agreed with Smith that skill was a necessary factor in the 
production process. The division of labour could reduce but 
not eliminate the need for skill by ensuring that 
the precise quantity of skill and strength, which 
is required for each part of the process, is 
employed in it, and no more.^^ 
Although agreeing with Smith on the technical 
necessity for skill in production Mill hinted at the 
possibility of the social construction of unskilled work 
when he considered the situation of women. Women, he 
claimed, were usually 'of far greater versatility than 
men', but were not accorded the same respect.^^ It is 
difficult to know to what extent Mill really viewed women 
workers as possessing skills essential to production. The 
passage is ambiguous; like Smith, Mill appears not to have 
distinguished between the social and the technical division 
of labour, and it is possible that he was referring here to 
the place of women in society generally rather than 
specifically to their status in the workforce. 
Karl Marx extended the analyses of Smith and Mill when 
he clarified the distinction between the social and the 
Sj.S. Mill, Principles of Political Economy, vol. 1, 
1848, p. 156. 
9lbid., p. 152. 
lOibid., p. 156. 
lllbid., p. 155. 
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technical division of labour, between that in society as 
against that of the workshop. The essential difference was 
that within a social division of labour 
the respective products are commodities... 
[whereas] the detail labourer produces no 
commodities. It is only the common product of all 
the detail labourers that becomes a 
commodity...^^ 
He went on to point out that whilst the social division of 
labour was common to all forms of human society, it was the 
division of labour within a manufacturing workshop that was 
the particular creation of the capitalist mode of 
production.^^ It was this form of the division of labour 
which Marx credited with the creation of skill 
differentials between workers. Manufacture produced 
"detailed skill' (dexterity of the type referred to by Adam 
Smith) by driving the social division of labour to an 
extreme, and created a new group of unskilled workers who 
had had no place in handicraft production. With the 
introduction of machinery - the next stage in the division 
of labour - Marx predicted that the technical basis of that 
division would be done away with as "along with the tool, 
the skill of the workman in handling it passed to the 
machine ...' Kence, as even the detailed skill created by 
manufacture was rendered unnecessary, the differentiations 
it produced would be replaced by "the natural differences 
of age and sex.'^^ 
In the social division of labour, according to Marx, 
skill had originally resided in the handicraft producer. 
When the technical division of labour did away with that 
skill it was replaced by the "detailed skill' of the 
divided labourer, which was, in turn, abolished by the 
advent of machinery. But the use of skill as a criterion 
for the division of labour did not disappear, leaving 
12K. Marx, Capital, 1867, vol 1, p. 355. 
l^ibid., p. 359. 
l^ibid., pp. 339, 350. 
l^ibid., p. 420. 
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workers an undifferentiated mass; instead the traditional 
organisation lingered until it was 
systematically re-moulded and established in a 
more hideous form by capital, as a means of 
exploiting labour-power. The lifelong speciality 
of handling one and the same tool, now becomes 
the life-long speciality of serving one and the 
same machine.^ ^  
Earlier, Marx had asserted that distinctions between 
workers on the basis of skill were based partly on 
tradition and illusion. It is not clear how large a 
part Marx believed that tradition played, but certainly he 
believed that many of the distinctions had been socially 
constructed or maintained since the advent of 
mechanisation. 
Alfred Marshall, whose major works were published in 
189 2 and 1919, drew on the works of Adam Smith, John Stuart 
Mill and Karl Marx as well as many others.^^ Marshall 
recognised the harmful social effects of the division of 
labour upon the workforce, and agreed with Marx that the 
root of alienation lay within the capitalists organization 
of production. He went so far as to suggest that if it were 
not for the economic necessity imposed on Britain by 
international competition 'it might be well to put some 
check on this rapid supersession of human skill 
Marshall did not define skill, using instead the term 
'specialized ability' which was 
that manual dexterity and that acquaintance with 
particular materials and processes which are 
required for the special purposes of individual 
trades ... 
l^ibid., p. 422. 
l^ibid., p. 192. 
l^A. Marshall, Elements of Industry; being the first 
volume of Elements of Economics, 1892; Industry and Trade: 
a study of industrial technique and business organization; 
and of their influence on the conditions of various classes 
and nations, 1919. 
^^Marshall, Industry and Trade, p. 212. 
20Marshall, Economics of Industry, p. 142. 
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Knowledge was an essential component of this 'specialized 
ability' and machinery, whilst it could and did supplant 
manual skill, was not able to eliminate the need for 
knowledge. Marshall also made clear the relative nature, 
the historical specificity, of what is termed skill: 
where education is universal, an occupation may 
fairly be classed as unskilled, though it 
requires a knowledge of reading and writing. 
Again, and in districts in which manufactures 
have long been domiciled, a habit of 
responsibility, of carefulness and promptitude in 
handling expensive machinery and materials 
becomes the common property of all; and then much 
of the work of tending machinery is said to be 
entirely manual and unskilled, and to call forth 
no human faculty that is worthy of esteem. 
Thus skill is seen to be relative to the general levels of 
knowledge and ability existing within particular societies 
at particular times; it is an item of scarcity. If what has 
been called skill ceases to be scarce and becomes general 
within the community it may cease to be valued as skill. 
Like Alfred Marshall all later analysts of the role of 
skill and the division of labour in society have been 
strongly influenced by the work of these early political 
economists. Few modern writers, however, have considered 
the questions of what constitutes skill, either bypassing 
the issue altogether or referring to it only indirectly or 
obliquely. Often, however, it is possible to extract from 
such works the assumptions about skill which the author has 
made. Examining underlying definitions of this sort may 
help to make explicit a common-sense or received notion of 
skill operating within our society, if one exists. 
Consequently the next section will deal firstly with the 
work of a number of historians and sociologists who have 
written in the general area of labour history. Secondly, 
some consideration will be given to the definitions of 
21ibid., p. 140. 
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skill existing within the work of F.W. Taylor on Scientific 
Management and, finally, the work of a small number of 
writers who have attempted to directly confront the issue 
of skill will be examined. 
Defining skill 
Assumptions about skill underlie the work of a number 
of these later analysts; the first to become evident is 
that skill consists of some combination of manual dexterity 
or ability with the knowledge of processes and materials 
necessary to carry out a job without constant direction or 
supervision. The delimitation of the job to be carried out 
is important to the assessment of whether or not the 
ability to execute it is termed skill: most of these 
writers agree that the capacity to perform minutely 
sub-divided or repetitive work, reguiring little in the way 
of judgement or initiative on the part of the worker, does 
not constitute skill. Thus Friedmann suggests that 
the skilled worker is ... not only characterized 
by motor abilities ... his value consists 
substantially in intellectual gualities, which 
his work constantly calls into play ... skill is 
closely associated with judgement, selection, and 
initiative.^^ 
Felling, referring to the Lancashire cotton spinners, 
implied that skill reguired more than simple manual ability 
when he stated that 'there was no apprenticeship in the 
industry, and no skill other than manual dexterity'. 
The closeness of these definitions to those of John Stuart 
22G. Friedmann, Industrial Society; the emergence of the 
human problems of automation, 1955, pp. 212-3; similar 
comments can be found in R.Q. Gray, The Labour Aristocracy 
in Victorian England, 1976, p. 97; and J.W. Scott, ^ 
Glassworkers of Carmaux; French Craftsmen and Political 
Action in a Nineteenth Century City, 1974, p. 71. 
Felling, 'The Concept of the Labour Aristocracy', p. 
46,' in H. Felling (ed.). Popular Politics and Society in 
Late Victorian Britain, 1968, pp. 37-61. 
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Mill and Alfred Marshall is obvious; the versatility 
required by Mill's definition is unlikely to exist 
separately from a knowledge of processes and materials. 
Both Friedmann and Felling make it clear that Adam Smith's 
definition of skill as speed and dexterity is unacceptable. 
Other writers have extended this presumptive 
definition of skill, suggesting that it consists of a 
combination of ability and knowledge sufficient to enable 
the worker to produce commodities.^'^ In her excellent 
analysis of the creation of job structures in the American 
steel industry, Katherine Stone shows how definitions of 
skill can change over time. Originally steel was produced 
on a contract basis "by teams of skilled workers with 
unskilled helpers ...' Within this system, skilled work was 
that which required 'training, experience, dexterity, and 
judgement; unskilled workers performed the heavy manual 
labor - lifting, pushing, carrying, hoisting Late 
in the nineteenth century steel mill owners in Pittsburgh 
began to change the production methods, introducing new 
technology and replacing the contract system with a direct 
wage-payment system of employment. With these changes, 
which were introduced only after steel workers were 
defeated in a bitter strike, the mill owners managed to 
redefine job categories and create a different hierarchy of 
skilled and unskilled workers.^^ Stone explains that, in 
1890, 
'unskilled' work in the steel mills meant purely 
heavy manual labor. By 1910, 'unskilled' work 
included simple machine operating jobs, as well 
as laborers. Similarly, 'skilled' work in 1890 
meant all workers who had a particular craft. By 
24see, for example, K. Stone, 'The Origins of Job 
Structures in the Steel Industry', in Edwards, et.al (eds). 
Labor Market Segmentation, 1973; and J.W. Scott. 
^^Stone, p. 30~! 
^^The 189 2 Homestead strike was called when negotiations 
between the union and employers broke down. Ten men were 
killed in picket line violence, and the National Guard was 
called in to protect non-union labour in the steel plants. 
The union was unable to effectively reorganise until 1937. 
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1910, "skilled' workers were either maintenance 
men (mechanics, machinists, etc) or workers 
holding supervisory-type functions, directing and 
co-ordinating the men and machines. 
Stone is one writer who implies that "real' skill belongs 
only to those workers who are able to produce commodities. 
In the reorganized steelmills the new skilled workers were 
very different from the skilled workers of the 
nineteenth century, who collectively possessed 
all the skills necessary to produce steel ... 
These workers had skills which were good for only 
one job. They did not have the independence ... 
[or] the generalized knowledge of the production 
process that skilled workers previously 
possessed. The knowledge they had was that which 
could serve their employer, but not that which 
could serve themselves.^^ 
A number of writers support Stone's claim that it was 
commodity production, and possession of the technical 
knowledge which made commodity production feasible, which 
defined truly skilled workers. Scott uses this as a 
criterion for claiming that French glassworkers were 
skilled whilst coalminers were not.29 Noble appears to 
have defined skill as the intelligence of production, 
possession of which is equated with control over 
production.^^ Gray, writing about the English labour 
aristocracy, maintained that "versatility and initiative 
characterized the work situation of the skilled 
worker'.^^ 
Generally then, the concept of skill present in this 
body of work defines it as manual ability combined with 
sufficient technical knowledge to enable the worker to act 
2"7stone, pp. 37-8. 
28ibid., pp. 56-8. 
29scott, p. 61. 
30D.F. Noble, "Social Choice in Machine Design: The Case 
of 'Automatically Controlled Machine Tools, and a Challenge 
for Labour', pp. 327, 337, in Politics and Society, 1978, 
vol. 3, nos 3 & 4, pp. 313-47. 
31R. Gray, The Labour Aristocracy in Victorian England, 
p. 36 . 
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independently, to produce items which have meaning in 
themselves. There is a general agreement that workers in 
sub-divided industry are not 'really' skilled, but only 
Stone pays very much attention to the ways in which skill 
is constructed and re-constructed. Others accept a craft 
definition of skill, defining anything less than the 
craftsman's ability to produce commodities as degraded 
skill, not really worthy of the name. Braverman, whose 
important work will be commented on later in this chapter, 
quotes a trade union definition of craftsmanship which 
comes very close to that implicit in the works of the 
historians mentioned here. Craftsmanship is thought of 
as the ability to manipulate skilfully the tools 
and materials of a craft or trade. But true 
craftsmanship is much more than this. The really 
essential element in it is ... something stored 
up in the mind of the worker ... above this, it 
is the knowledge which enables him to understand 
and overcome the constantly arising difficulties 
that grow out of variations ... in the conditions 
under which the work must be done.^^ 
Similarly there is general agreement that skill cannot be 
properly measured or defined. There is the 'mystery' of the 
craft, a 'knack' which cannot be grasped. Ginzburg has 
defined peasant lore in similar terms, as possessing 
subtleties which 
could scarcely be given formal expression - they 
might not even be reducible to words; they might 
be a particular heritage, or they might belong to 
men and women of any class. A fine common thread 
connected them: they were all born of experience, 
of the concrete and individual.^^ 
^^International Holders Journal, n.d., cited by H. 
Braverman, Labor and Monopoly Capital; the Degradation of 
Work in the Twentieth Century, 1974, p. 136. 
Ginzburg, 'Morelli, Freud and Sherlock Holmes: Clues 
and' Scientific Method', p. 21, in History Workshop Journal, 
9, Spring 1980, pp. 5-35. 
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Hobsbawm has drawn our attention to the pre-industrial 
origins of the term 'artisan'. It is essentially a craft 
term, encompassing all the mystery, subtlety and 
slipperiness of Ginzburg's peasant knowledge.^^ J.R. 
Harris, too, agreed that 
the essence of a craft is its dependence on a 
precarious combination of manipulative skill 
embodying a physical training and a judgement 
requiring both experience and intelligence. The 
resulting almost unanalysable pieces of expertise 
constituted the 'knacks' of a trade, and the 
essence of a 'knack' is its difficulty of 
communication.^^ 
Perhaps such a definition is the generally accepted 
understanding of skill within our society; it certainly 
pervades the work of many historians. 
The concept of worker skill, or craft knowledge, has 
been seen to be under attack for a long time. Ginzburg 
identified a 'cultural offensive' of the bourgeoisie on 
peasant knowledge in the eighteenth century. Marx claimed 
that skill was lost with the replacement of the handicraft 
division of labour by capitalist division of labour. It is 
the work of F.W. Taylor, though, that has come to be seen 
as the first methodical attempt to destroy skill and place 
control entirely with capital or management. 
Taylorism was essentially a system of management which 
sought to achieve maximum output and efficiency by 
streamlining and subdividing the work process to such an 
extent that every minute of the worker's day was subject to 
direction from management; as such it was a direct attack 
Hobsbawm, 'The artistocracy of labour reconsidered', 
p. 458, in M. Flinn (ed.). Proceedings of the Seventh 
International Economic History Conference, 1978, Edinburgh, 
pp. 457-66. 
J.R. Harris, 'Skills, Coal and British Industry in the 
Eighteenth Century', p. 182, in History, 1976, vol. 61, no. 
202, pp. 167-182. 
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on definitions of skill which imply worker control or 
knowledge.^® The transfer of control to management was to 
be achieved by separating the discretionary content of work 
from the work itself, leaving the worker with no power to 
direct or control his or her work process. Workers were, by 
nature, 'incapable (either through lack of education or 
through insufficient mental capacity) of understanding ... 
[the] science' which underlay their work.^^ The first 
application of these principles took place in England, in 
1905, and there was immediate worker hostility: trade 
unions in the United States, England, Germany and France 
declared that Taylorism was a degradation of skilled 
l a b o r U n i o n opposition to the principles of 
scientific management is easy enough to understand: the 
system has been variously described by academic writers as 
the beginnings of capital-initiated labour market 
segmentation; a study of the best way to manage alienated 
labour; and as the 'expression of capitalist management 
ideology'.^^ Taylor never explicitly defined skill, but 
he claimed that, far from deskilling and degrading workers, 
his system benefitted workers as well as capital by 
the development of each man to his state of 
maximum efficiency, so that he may be able to do, 
generally speaking, the highest grade of work for 
which his natural abilities fit him 
It was the movement's emphasis on science as the basis for 
the organisation of work that gave it this aura of 
objective neutrality. Taylor was an engineer, and it is 
interesting to note that the rise of scientific management 
and efficiency movements paralleled the rise of engineering 
^^F.W. Taylor, The Principles of Scientific Management, 
1911. 
^^ibid., pp. 37-41. 
^^Friedmann, p. 42. 
39see, for example, R.C. Edwards et.al.. Labor Market 
Segmentation, p. xiii; Braverman, Labor and Monopoly 
Capital, p. 90; and A. Zimbalist (ed.). Case Studies on the 
Labour Process, 1979, p. xiii. 
"i^Taylor, p. 9. 
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as a profession with its dependence for legitimacy on 
science and scientific training. 
Taylorism rests on a definition of skill as 
efficiency, a definition which comes close to that of Adam 
Smith. Whilst the concepts of skill held by the other 
writers considered so far have varied a great deal, they 
have had in common a craft or labour orientation. But, like 
that of Adam Smith, Taylor's notion of skill was entirely 
management oriented, thus making the important point that, 
was well as being a historically specific term, skill is 
class specific (or at least not class-neutral) in its 
definitions. 
The definition of skill present in Taylor's work is 
there only implicitly, but in the past twenty years there 
have been a number of attempts (by sociologists, industrial 
psychologists, and historians) to explicitly define skill. 
Writers who have attempted to directly confront the issues 
of the nature or existence of workforce skill are rare. 
Nevertheless a number of works have been produced which 
have been very influential on writers across the field of 
studies of division of labour. Some of these works will be 
considered here. 
In 1966, for example, William Seymour wrote Industrial 
Skills hoping that, by defining skill and understanding the 
ways in which it is acquired, worker training could be 
improved. Seymour makes the point that a skill is something 
which is learned rather than an innate capacity, and that 
"the high levels of skill ... and manual dexterity are 
mainly of cerebral o r i g i n . - j h e important point to note 
here is Seymour's use of the notion of 'levels of skill'; 
throughout his book he uses the terms 'skill' and 'craft 
Stark, 'Class struggle and the transformation of the 
labour process', pp. 101-2, in Theory and Society, 1980, 
vol. 9, no. 1, pp. 89-130. 
42w. Seymour, Industrial Skills, 1966, pp. xviii, xix. 
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skill' to denote something which differs only by degree 
Thus 
the term 'skilled' is traditionally applied to 
those who have served an apprenticeship, and to 
the work which they do. But this use is 
traditional rather than descriptive; anyone who 
has attempted, or carefully observed, tasks which 
are called "semi-skilled' or "unskilled' will 
realize that, as performed by experienced 
workers, they usually involve a high level of 
skill ... the semi-skilled worker usually 
concentrates on a single task or small group of 
tasks, whereas the time-served craftsman has the 
ability to accomplish a whole repertory of tasks, 
and to determine the means for achieving them, 
and it is these factors, and the responsibility 
which goes with them, which underlie the higher 
evaluation which his work receives.^^ 
Here he appears to recognize no qualitative difference 
between the skills or abilities possessed by different 
grades of workers, only a quantitative one. Later however 
he says that craft skills, "especially those involving 
machine setting', require "more complex forms of decision 
making within the central processes' of the brain. 
Mainly, though, Seymour's criterion of skill was that of 
"productivity, ie. the rate of performance or speed of 
carrying out the task satisfactorily.'This is a 
definition of skill as proficiency, where skill does not 
differ qualitatively, but the range of tasks over which the 
worker may be proficient does. Like Frederick Taylor and 
Adam Smith, Seymour's understanding of skill was management 
oriented; his concern was to make the most efficient use of 
(unproductive) training time, in order to have workers 
reach the required level of proficiency in the shortest 
possible time. His definition of skill differs quite 
radically from those offered by people like Stone and Noble 
whose work is implicitly labour oriented. 
43ibid., p. 3. 
44ibid., p. 47. 
45ibid., p. 145. 
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In contrast to Seymour, Sadler defines skill as 
essentially a status term. He believes that whether or not 
a worker is classified as ^skilled', ^semi-
skilled' or 'unskilled' is only partially 
determined by the nature of the work activities 
concerned or by the degree of task competence the 
worker possesses. Such matters are also to a 
considerable extent determined by social factors 
present in the work situation and in the 
occupational culture at large. These include the 
evaluations placed on particular kinds of 
activity and on particular classes of individual 
and the actions of organized pressure groups 
directed at safeguarding the earnings and job 
security of particular trades and 
professions. 
He makes the important point that definitions of skill will 
depend, to some extent, on the aims of the research for 
which the definition is made.'^ '^  There is a clear value, 
for example, in knowing that Seymour was motivated by a 
desire to improve the efficiency of worker training in the 
direction of minimising lost time and maximising output. 
Sadler uses the term 'task competence' in the way that many 
other writers have used 'skill'; his point is that the 
application of skill labels does not always reflect the 
possession of task competence. Task competence is not 
defined but it seems to come close to Seymour's view of 
skill, which I have termed proficiency. Of more interest in 
Sadler's work are the points he makes about the social 
construction of skill as a status term: he shows, for 
example, that management perceptions of the skill 
requirements of their workforce are, like those of workers, 
subject to distortion by social factors. It is 
extremely difficult for such people [management] 
to separate and distinguish between the 
^^P. Sadler, 'Sociological aspects of skill', p. 23, in 
British Journal of Industrial Relations, 1970, vol. 8, no. 
1 pp. 22-31. 
47ibid., p. 22. 
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particular sets of skills required for 
performance of a given task and the ways in which 
such skills and tasks have traditionally been 
evaluated. 
Using the printing industry as an example, Sadler shows how 
the social system has a tendency to resist the full impact 
of change brought about by technological innovation, so 
that often evaluations of skill levels and requirements 
change very little and fail to reflect the reality of the 
workplace.^^ He concludes by suggesting that this 
tendency is so great as to ^form one of the most important 
barriers to progress.'^® 
Braverman's important book Labor and Monopoly Capital; 
the Degradation of Work in the Twentieth Century, provides 
support for Sadler's claim that skill labels do not always 
reflect reality although its general thrust is quite 
different. Braverman's work is concerned with the 
Meskilling' of workers and their jobs, a process which 
occurs through ^fragmentation, rationalization, and 
mechanization'. Andrew Zimbalist, summarising Braverman's 
major thesis, says that deskilling occurs 
both in an absolute sense (they lose craft and 
traditional abilities) and in a relative one 
(scientific knowledge progressively accumulates 
in the production process 
Braverman's work has been severely criticised from a niimber 
of perspectives, and it is now clear that deskilling, when 
it occurs, is not the simple unilinear process that 
Braverman sometimes depicts. Taylorist management 
strategies were neither as uncritically adopted nor as 
successful as Braverman suggests, and cannot be adequately 
explained without reference to the social context in which 
48ibid., p. 24. 
49ibid., pp. 25-30. 
SOibid, p. 31. 
^Izimbalist, p. xv. 
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they emerged.^^ Nor were workers powerless to resist 
changes in the labour process; rather, worker resistance 
should be seen as an integral input into labour process 
formation, an input which may result in the need for new 
and different management strategies in order to deal with 
the consequences of worker responses to previous 
s t r a t e g i e s . I n his failure to analyse the 
'pre-Taylorist structure of social relations in production' 
Braverman has not only failed to explain the rise of 
scientific management but has also idealised the division 
of labour on which it operated as one based on craft 
lines. Nevertheless, despite all the criticisms, 
Braverman's work has been tremendously important. Firstly, 
it has pointed up a "long-run tendency' for the success of 
capital in imposing production methods and techniques which 
minimise worker control.^^ Secondly, it has resulted, 
since its publication in 1974, in an amazing quantity of 
both empirical and theoretical work on the labour process. 
In this sense Braverman's work has been as influential on 
studies of labour process as has that of Marx, as 
historians have sought to criticise, elaborate, extend, 
modify, or validate his arguments and findings. 
For this thesis the main importance of Braverman's 
work, aside from its revival of the labour process as an 
area of study, lies in his reinforcement of the historical 
and class specificity of definitions of skill. He clearly 
shows, for example, the way in which the categorisations of 
skill levels officially used in the United States were 
created by bureaucratic need; census officials needed to be 
52see Stark, pp. 91-2; and R. Price, "Theories of labour 
process formation', pp. 92-3, in Journal of Social History, 
vol. 18, no. 1, pp. 91-110. 
53see, for example, A. Friedman, Industry and Labour; 
Class Struggle at Work and Monopoly Capitalism, 1977. 
Price, "Theories of labour process formation', p. 
92,' in Journal of Social History, 1984, vol. 18, no. 1, pp. 
91-110; Stark, p. 94. 
55see Zimbalist, p. xv. 
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able to define workers and so created categories of skilled 
and unskilled workers.^^ He is aware of the class nature 
of skill definitions, acknowledging that workers and 
employers are likely to have different definitions. Thus 
for the worker, the concept of skill is 
traditionally bound up with craft mastery - that 
is to say, the combination of knowledge of 
materials and processes with the practiced manual 
dexterities required to carry on a specific 
branch of production. 
Employers, on the other hand, view skill in a more limited 
way, as a ^specific dexterity, a limited and repetitious 
operation', or ^speed as skill', a definition which would 
present no difficulties to Adam Smith or F.W. Taylor. From 
the perspective of both capital and labour, then, skill is 
seen as a quality which some workers must possess in order 
to sustain efficient production. In this analysis, 
appropriateness to production becomes the issue; if work is 
organised in such a way that a worker has no opportunity to 
exercise craft skills then the job has become deskilled, a 
process which is followed by the deskilling of workers (as 
a group, not individually) as they no longer acquire skills 
which they will have no opportunity to exercise. 
Braverman's own definition of skill is very much 
craft- oriented, a view in which the worker is presumed 
to be the master of a body of traditional 
knowledge, and methods or procedures ... left to 
his or her discretion.^^ 
This definition emphasises two aspects of craft skill; the 
worker must possess not only the ability, but also the 
opportunity, 'to use knowledge and to exercise 
^^Braverman, p. 429. 
57ibid., pp. 443-4. 
58ibid., p. 109. 
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judgement'.59 it is the craft nature of Braverman's 
definition of skill which leads to his emphasis on 
deskilling; from this perspective any breakdown of the 
idealised craft division of labour will represent a 
degradation. Braverman distinguishes between ^all-round 
skills' and 'specific skills', and he claims that as the 
breakdown of craft occurred and workers were deskilled over 
time the reference point for definitions of skill altered. 
The result is that 'the meaning of "skill" itself becomes 
degraded'.The new 'specific skills', which Braverman 
claims are all that is left to workers after the breakup of 
the craft division of labour, represent a 'reinterpreted 
and woefully inadequate concept of skill. 
In Skill and the English Working Class, 1870-1914 
Charles More attempts to show that widespread deskilling of 
the type described by Braverman did not occur in Britain in 
this period, and that attempts to explain the persistence 
of skill hierarchies by reference to social construction 
theories are both misguided and unnecessary. According to 
More skill hierarchies and apprenticeship continued to 
operate in British engineering and ship building, the major 
empirical focus of the book, because the skills acquired 
through apprenticeships were both real and necessary to 
production. He explains, for example, that wartime dilution 
of skilled engineering jobs by unskilled workers does not 
provide evidence that skill was unnecessary or socially 
constructed. Rather, he claims, the dilution was made 
possible because there were two quite different ways of 
producing items, 
on general purpose machines by skilled workers, 
or on special purpose machines by less skilled 
workers, with a few skilled men to set up and 
maintain these machines.^^ 
59J. Rubery, 'Structured labour markets, worker 
organisation and low pay', p. 26, in Cambridge Journal of 
Economics, 1978, vol. 2, no. 1, pp. 17-36. 
^^Braverman, p. 130. 
61lbid., p. 444. 
6 2c. More, Skill and the English Working Class, 
1870-1914, 1980, p. 27. 
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The exigencies of war time production, where huge numbers 
of standardised items were required, and where the cost was 
less important than the rate of production, meant that 
engineering svmng over to a production method using special 
purpose machines, operated by women and unskilled male 
labour.^^ There are two problems with this analysis. The 
first is that it takes no account of the fact that 
government planners and the managers of engineering works 
may have simply taken for granted the necessity of the 
pre-war skill hierarchies. Philip Sadler has pointed out 
that 
those responsible for decisions about wages 
structures, manpower requirements and training 
needs are themselves part of the social system of 
the plant and the wider occupational culture, 
with the result that their own perceptions of the 
situation are subject to distortion by social 
factors.^^ 
The other difficulty is that More's analysis, if it is 
correct, only demonstrates the need for skill in one of two 
possible forms of production. The reasons why production 
might be organised in that way, and not the other, are not 
explored at all although they are explained quite fully 
when the situation is reversed by wartime dilution. 
More fails to address very seriously the question of 
what skill is, and the problems in his analysis stem from 
that failure. He appears to find the suggestion of social 
construction to be in some way insulting to the dignity of 
the English worker, and argues that ^real' skill taking 
considerable time to acquire and of real use to employers 
in the production process was acquired through 
apprenticeship. He gets no further than most other writers 
in attempting to define skill but those definitions he does 
63ibid., pp. 31-3. 
64sadler, p. 24. 
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offer are curiously ambiguous. On the one hand he seems to 
come close to a craft definition when he says that whereas 
skill is usually defined as 'the alliance of manual skill 
with knowledge', when we refer to someone as a skilled 
worker 
something a little different is meant ... We 
usually mean by this that he possesses a 
considerable quantity of one or the other, or 
both, of these qualities ... which require 
considerable training to acquire 
He goes on to distinguish 'genuine' skill as that which is 
useful to industry from 'socially constructed' skill, which 
is merely the attribution of skill labels and status 
differences to workers.^^ The combination required for 
'genuine' skill, however, is said to be 'not necessarily 
very considerable', a claim he repeats when he says that 
no one would disagree that there are some useful 
qualities possessed by some workers and not by 
others. Marx and Braverman would argue that 
these useful qualities were so attenuated that, 
for the most part, they did not deserve the name 
of skill. 
Yet that would appear to be what More himself was 
suggesting, that unless workers possess these qualities in 
considerable quantity, we would not call them skilled. 
Assumptions about the reality of skill, and the levels 
of skill required by different workers, lead More into 
circular arguments whereby the level of skill acquired is 
seen as a function of the means of its acquisition. This is 
despite the fact that he admits that 'to study the 
acquisition of skill does not tell us that the skill is or 
was necessary for efficient production', and that tradition 
was often responsible for the length of apprenticeships 
^^More, p. 15. 
S^Ibid., p. 16. 
6"7Tbici., p. 25. 
-33-
rather than the amount of training required,^^ He says, 
for example, that some varieties of skilled work were 
learned by migration from firm to firm rather than through 
a regular apprenticeship, but 
it was not usually work which required the 
highest skill, because only practice and the 
contiguity of many other skilled craftsmen could 
teach this. 
Where the learning process was more casual and workers 
"picked-up' a job by watching others perform it More has 
classified the work as semi-skilled although 
the skill required was genuine and in some cases 
considerable, and might arise from quite a 
lengthy acquaintance with the work."^^ 
In this instance it almost seems to be implied that the 
worker would be classed as skilled if he had acquired his 
skills more formally, as through an apprenticeship. 
Finally, he is forced to admit that in some trades 
(printing, ship plating and riveting are the ones he refers 
to) "skill ... stems from strategic position and technology 
rather than from apprenticeship.'"^^ 
Whose definition? 
How is the division of labour by skill created, 
maintained and altered? Regardless of the definition of 
skill adopted, it is undeniable that under a capitalist 
division of labour one of the means of classifying workers 
is by their skill levels - workers are identified as 
skilled, semi-skilled or unskilled. Whilst it is possible 
for a number of definitions of skill to exist side by side 
68ibid., pp. 27, 70. 
69ibid., p. 175. 
^Oibid., p. 130. 
^llbid., p. 164. 
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in any situation (workers in a steel mill will have their 
ideas about skill, and management may have others), the 
prevailing definition, the one which manages to structure 
wage and status differentials in the workforce in accord 
with its own principles, will be determined only through 
workplace struggle. The power to impose a particular 
definition of skill on others belongs to whichever group is 
able to appropriate that power for itself. In this section 
I look briefly at the ways in which labour historians have 
explained the strategies, purposes and outcomes of such 
struggles. Of particular interest are their comments on the 
relationships between trade union policies and activities, 
and the struggles over skill definitions. 
Marx was the first to attempt an explanation of the 
ways in which division of labour by skill was created, and 
most of the historians whose work I have looked at have 
propounded variations and elaborations on the analysis put 
forward in Capital. There, Marx claimed that the reason 
that the hierarchical division of labour did not disappear, 
as might have been expected when mechanisation abolished 
the need for skilled workers, was that it lingered through 
the force of tradition until reformulated by capital for 
its own needs. Most of the authors considered here have 
agreed with the thrust of Marx's analysis to the extent 
that it is capital which is seen to have the power to 
enforce its definitions of skill on the workforce. In 
varying degrees they have acknowledged the power of worker 
opposition to modify capital imposed structures. 
In work on the changing nature of workplace control 
authors such as Edwards, Gordon, Reich and Stone have 
propounded a theory of labour market segmentation by 
management, identifying Taylorism as one of the first steps 
toward methods of control based on bureaucratized hierarchy 
rather than direct face-to-face control through simple 
•7 2Marx, p. 422. 
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hierarchy. Taylor's system was an attempt to alter the 
structure of the division of labour by imposing capital 
oriented definitions of skill on the previously existing 
semi-craft organisation of production in such industries as 
engineering. Edwards argues that a crisis of legitimacy in 
the authority relations of the workplace forced capital to 
create bureaucratized hierarchies which were seen to 
exercise authority through 'objective' rules. As well as 
making management appear more impersonal and less 
arbitrary, the creation of such hierarchies, because of 
their emphasis on formal structure and status differences, 
fostered fine distinctions between workers and between 
jobs . 
The new mode of exercising authority was designed to 
legitimise the power relations existing within an 
enterprise, as well as to counteract an increasing 
homogeneity of the w o r k f o r c e . A s the differences 
between workers and between jobs were emphasised rather 
than their similarities, the common basis of work 
experience was eroded, and so was 'the possibility for 
united worker action concerning control over work'."^^ 
Unions often disappeared; in those bureaucratized 
industries where they remained, more and more they 
accepted the organization of work and directed 
their energies toward non-control issues (wages, 
fringe benefits, procedures for promotion, 
hiring, and firing) 
Stone makes essentially the same points in her study of the 
steel industry, emphasizing that 
7 3see, for example, R.C. Edwards et. al., 'Introduction', 
p. xiii, in R.C. Edwards et. al. (eds). Labor Market 
Segmentation. 
/"iR.C. Edwards, 'The Social Relations of Production in 
the Firm and Labor Market Structure', p. 9, in R.C. 
Edwards, et. al. (1973), pp. 3-26. 
•75ibid., p. 10-11. 
^^ibid., p. 10. 
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the issues of how work shall be organized, how 
jobs shall be defined, and how workers shall be 
paid are points of conflict and class struggle 
between workers and employers . 
She claims that problems of worker motivation, and of class 
opposition to capitalist authority created the need for 
new, more subtle mechanisms of control. Thus the redivision 
of labour was not a reguirement of new technology but an 
attempt by employers to maintain discipline and 
control.^^ Creation of job ladders supported competition 
amongst workers and suppressed resistance as promotion or 
movement from one job to another was based on seniority and 
satisfactory performance. In the new division of labour 
workers often possessed very job-specific skills which were 
not easily transferrable to another industry or even 
another firm."^ ^ 
The need for management to gain control of the 
production process from an increasingly homogeneous 
workforce has been identified as a fundamental imperative 
of capitalism by a number of historians who have argued 
that aristocracies of labour have been created by 
management attempts to divide and control the workforce. 
John Foster, in Class struggle and the Industrial 
Revolution, claimed that the creation of a labour 
aristocracy in industries such as engineering and cotton 
spinning was the result of capital handing over some 
supervisory tasks to an elite group of workers.^^ Robert 
Gray agrees with Foster about the importance of workers 
holding supervisory power over others, although he suggests 
that Foster exaggerated 'the directly "collaborationist" 
nature of the labour aristocracy.'^^ Both Foster and Gray 
"7'7stone, p. 28. 
•78ibid., pp. 41, 55. 
"^^Edwards, p. 15; Stone, p. 58. 
Foster, Class Struggle and the Industrial 
Revolution, 1974, pp. 224-34. 
biR. Gray, The Labour Aristocracy in Victorian England, 
p. 3. 
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identify the benefits to capital of a labour aristocracy 
exercising authority over other workers as being a reduced 
'need for elaborate management hierarchies', and the 
identification of 'the skilled worker with m a n a g e m e n t 
The situation of the labour aristocracy, its power to wield 
authority over others at work, and dependence for 
legitimacy on management meant that, as a group, it was 
particularly subject to the efforts of the capitalist 
bourgeoisie to instil values of respectability and 
liberal-conservatism. The creation of a labour aristocracy 
by capital is supposed to have fostered not only divisions 
within the working class, but also a leadership group which 
would steer working class organization in directions 
acceptable to capital. Thus Gray, for example, suggests 
that the 
third quarter of the nineteenth century saw the 
emergence of a relatively autonomous working-
class industrial and political movement, 
conditioned by the position and outlook of the 
labour aristocracy, and effectively contained 
within the forms of social hegemony 
characteristic of the period.^^ 
William Lazonick argues that in the cotton industry 
the division of labour between minders and piecers, with 
minders having authority over piecers on a sub-contract 
system, suited both capital and the minders. The employers 
found the system an effective means of labour management 
whereas the minders used it to protect their own high wages 
and status in relation to the piecers; the system continued 
into the twentieth century 'despite the fact that any 
possible technical basis for such control had been 
u n d e r m i n e d L a z o n i c k emphasizes the results of such a 
management strategy on industrial relations within the 
82Gray, p. 33; Foster, p. 229. 
S^Gray, p. 163. 
Lazonick, 'Industrial relations and technical 
change: the case of the self-acting mule', pp. 250-57, in 
Cambridge Journal of Economics, 1979, vol. 3, no. 3, pp. 
231-62. 
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industry, particularly with respect to the relations 
between the minders and the supposedly unskilled piecers. 
Fears that 
piecers would be employed in place of striking or 
sick minders forced the minders' unions to begin 
to organize piecers into district associations, 
whereby they would pay contributions to the 
minders' union and have the right to receive 
strike pay. Such ^union' membership entailed no 
other rights or benefits - no accident or sick 
pay, no victim pay, no out-of-work pay, no votes, 
no attendance at union meetings, and no 
representation. That is, the piecers' position in 
the union mirrored precisely their position in 
the workplace.®^ 
Scott has pointed to the existence of a similar, though 
possibly less blatant, situation amongst nineteenth century 
French glass workers; as has Fisher in the case of the 
Forest of Dean coal miners.®^ 
Writers in this vein have been criticized for what is 
seen as an undue emphasis on the subordination of workers. 
Price has pointed out that the transition from formal to 
real subordination in the labour process (formal 
subordination existing when employers exercise formal 
control over their workers through the purchase of labour 
power, and real subordination when they are able to 
exercise complete control over the labour process) has been 
much more protracted and incomplete than Marx predicted. He 
criticises the subordinationist analysis of modern writers; 
suggesting that real subordination might never be achieved, 
and that the transition should be regarded more as a 
tendency than as a process capable of being carried to 
completion. In his view an emphasis on the 
S^ibid., p. 251. 
S^scott, p. 92; C. Fisher, 'The Little Buttymen in the 
Forest of Dean, 1870-86', p. 76, in International Review of 
Social History, vol. xxv, 1980, pt. 1, pp. 53-76. 
b/R. Price,'The labour process and labour history', pp. 
61-2, in Social History, 1983, vol. 8, no. 1, pp. 57-75. 
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subordination of workers obscures important aspects of 
labour process formation. 
Nevertheless relations between skilled and unskilled 
workers are seen to have vitally affected trade union 
behaviour, as well as the outcome of struggles over the 
division of labour. E.P. Thompson has suggested that it was 
a very rare trade union "which attempted to cater for both 
the skilled and the unskilled in the same trade ... before 
1830.'^^ Wachtel claimed that 'trade unions legitimized, 
reinforced, and supported ...' divisions of labour based on 
skill differentials.^^ It is generally agreed that 
the relations between different groups of workers 
(especially craftsmen and the less skilled) have 
played a crucial role in determining the 
structure of the division of labour which emerges 
from technical change. 
Most, but not all, historians have seen the results of 
struggle over the division of labour as victory for 
employers; where worker resistance is seen to be an 
important factor there is a tendency to suggest that 
worker-modified versions of capitalist definitions 
generally win out. It is particularly interesting that most 
of the cases where labour is seen to have been successful 
at imposing its own version of division of labour by skill 
have been classified as cases of social construction. Some 
of the best examples of this can be seen in the work of 
Charles More. In his analysis of apprenticeship, for 
example, he states that 
S^E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 
1963, p. 270. 
^^H.M. Wachtel, "Class conscioiusness and stratification 
in the labour process', p. 105, in Edwards et. al., 1973, 
pp. 95-122. 
^^B. Elbaum, et. al., "The labour process, market 
structure and Marxist theory', p. 229, in Cambridge Journal 
of Economics, 1979, vol. 3, no. 3, pp. 227-30. 
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the influence of custom seems to have been very 
strong ... many firms were willing to adjust the 
length of apprenticeship according to the age of 
entry ... to preserve the traditional finishing 
age of 21. This strongly suggests that ... the 
length of apprenticeship bore no particular 
relation to the amount of training; and this in 
turn suggests that the most popular period, five 
years, was itself a product of custom.^^ 
He identifies the division of labour in both printing and 
ship-riveting as cases of social construction of skill by 
workers. In printing, for example, he states that as 
literacy ceased to be a scarce resource the work of the 
compositor became unskilled and was saved only by the 
strength of the printers' unions.^^ 
Even where worker organisation is seen to have 
succeeded in preserving, or at least modifying, skill 
definitions a nvunber of historians have identified 
advantages for capital that lead to their acceptance of 
such preservation or modification. In both printing and 
ship-riveting More claims that the division of labour by 
skill in the industry was socially constructed by union 
insistence on lengthy apprenticeships - seven years in one 
case, five in the other. The early years of an 
apprenticeship are generally seen to be uneconomic for 
employers so, as More points out, if a trade could be 
learned quickly a long apprenticeship would provide 
financial advantage to the employer.^^ 
A useful concept? 
From the material discussed in the chapter I have 
formulated a number of conclusions about the nature of 
workforce skill and its operation in the division of 
labour. Those conclusions lead to consideration of the 
^^More, Skill and the English Working Class, p. 70. 
92ibid., pp. 159-60. 
93ibid., p. 159. 
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value of looking at skill as a means of understanding the 
behaviour of occupational organisations. 
Skill is generally agreed to consist of a combination 
of manual dexterity and knowledge; the requisite amount of 
either of these qualities varies according to whose 
definition one wishes to accept. It varies also according 
to when and where the definition is offered, for skill is a 
historically specific term. What is called skill changes 
enormously across cultures and years, although one of its 
consistent characteristics is its scarcity. In addition it 
is a class specific term, varying in meaning according to 
whether its definer views skill from the perspective of 
labour or capital. 
So whose definition do we accept? A labour orientation 
on skill tends to view it from a craft perspective, and 
sometimes does so to the extent of classing only comjnodity 
producers as skilled workers. A management perspective, on 
the other hand, views skill in much more limited terms; 
skill consists of the qualities which management finds 
useful in production, and this may vary from dexterity to 
speed, to a versatility coming close to that required by a 
craft perspective. Management oriented definitions of skill 
are often referred to scathingly by labour oriented writers 
as representing 'degraded' or 'specific' skill because they 
allow little control over production to the individual 
worker while ensuring that he or she is unable to escape 
the sub-divided production process. Where skill is defined 
as craftsmanship, or the ability to produce commodities, 
worker control is implied: this is explicit in the work of 
such people as Braverman and Noble. But if skill is defined 
as only those qualities considered necessary by management 
there is no concept of worker control; the more specific 
the skill, the less likely it is that the worker will be 
able to exercise any control over the work process. Even 
where workers are left to make their own decisions about 
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the performance of work their individual parts in the 
overall production process are small, and their 
opportunities to exercise choice circumscribed by the 
sub-division of that process into a number of specialized 
jobs. Hence, the definition of skill is itself a product of 
workplace struggle, and the definition which prevails will 
be subject to constant attempts to undermine it. 
If we accept the view that skill is a product of the 
struggle for control over the labour process, and if it is 
seen to operate as a factor in the division of labour in 
this way, it is clear that 'social construction' of skill 
does not imply that it does not exist. Social construction 
is a term which has tended to be used to explain a division 
of labour by skill which is structured in ways which do not 
conform to one's preferred definition of skill. Labour 
orientations on skill tend to view the designation as 
skilled of anyone possessing less than the craft ability to 
produce commodities to be an instance of social 
construction; similarly, claims of deskilling are 
complaints about the social construction of unskilled work. 
The labour process is socially constructed by the inter-
relationships between employers, workers, labour markets, 
and product markets; we do not understand this to mean that 
it is somehow less real, simply that it must be understood 
as an historical process. Richard Price has argued that 
one of the mistakes of the literature is ... to 
fail to reconcile the social and technical 
elements of skill position and to assume an 
unwarranted incompatibility between them 
technical factors are transmitted through, 
influence and are influenced by the power 
relations that ultimately determine the 
relationship between the labour process and skill 
structures.^^ 
94price, 'Theories of labour process formation', p. 95. 
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But if skill is socially constructed in this sense, 
does it provide a useful concept for understanding 
behaviour? If definitions of skill, and skill structure and 
hierarchies, are subject to constant redefinition how 
should we view behaviour that appears to relate to those 
definitions and structures? Skill is not an objectively 
existing thing, it exists or does not exist in particular 
cases according to the definition adopted; it cannot be 
measured in any scientifically neutral manner although 
sociologists, in particular, like to try. It is itself an 
object of struggle, and what motivates that struggle is the 
existence of definitions or ideas about skill. It is 
people's ideas about skill, about themselves as skilled 
workers and their consequent status in and control of the 
labour process, which will structure the choices they make 
about how to conduct the struggle. 
For the purposes of understanding their conduct of the 
struggle 'skill' is not a useful concept, but ideas about 
skill and its structuring of the division of labour are 
very important. 
The remainder of this thesis is an attempt to 
elucidate the relationships between ideas about skill and 
the behaviour of occupational organisations. Consideration 
of how ideas about skill have shaped the institution of 
apprenticeship in Britain and Australia is followed by a 
study of two organisations and their behaviour during the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in Victoria. 
CHAPTER 2 
Apprenticeship, Trade Unionism and Skill 
In the previous chapter I argued that the definition 
of skill tended to be specific, in both class and 
historical terms, and that an important aspect of the class 
specificity lay in the issue of workplace control - control 
over the way in which production is organised and carried 
out. Although this is the case there have nevertheless been 
periods in the past of fairly general agreement over who 
was to be called skilled and how they were to attain that 
status. Such agreement did not, however, extend to the 
actual definition of skill, or to the regulation of the 
means by which it was to be attained: apprenticeship. 
Apprenticeship has for centuries been the commonly 
agreed means of acquiring skilled status, and its 
regulation has been attempted by the state, by employers, 
and by workers, as a means of exercising control over skill 
attribution, skill hierarchies, and the socialisation of 
young workers. Considerable evidence exists to suggest that 
it was the need to maintain traditional apprenticeship 
systems which was the driving force behind much nineteenth 
century trade union formation. Where skilled status is 
equated with the completion of apprenticeship the 
regulation and control of apprenticeship is bound to be 
subject to the same kinds of battle over definition and 
control as have taken place over skill labels: and this has 
clearly been the case in both Britain and Australia. 
Since the fourteenth century the history of 
apprenticeship regulation in England can been seen to fall 
into three periods; the first of which lasted until around 
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the middle of the eighteenth century. This was 
characterised by state regulation of the labour market and 
by craft control in the workplace. Legislation such as the 
1349 Statute of Labourers and the 1563 Statute of 
Artificers are examples of what Alan Fox has referred to as 
control through paternalism, the essence of which he has 
defined in the principle that 'everyone must come under the 
tutelage, guidance, responsibility and control of some 
person of superior status'.^ Although there were 
restrictions on who might be employed in most crafts and 
trades the actual details of work practices were left 
unregulated by the State. Control over work was hardly an 
issue during this period as most production was organised 
on at least semi-craft lines with techniques and methods 
largely defined by custom and tradition and regulated by 
the local guilds and corporations in each trade. 
The second phase of apprenticeship regulation covers 
roughly the period from the mid eighteenth century to near 
the end of the nineteenth century and saw the repeal of the 
apprenticeship clauses of the Statute of Artificers after 
many years of desuetude. The deregulation of the labour 
market meant that employers were no longer forced to hire 
journeymen for all jobs. Mechanisation and the sub-division 
of labour meant that fewer craftsmen were required; 
production on a large scale was cheaper with the use of 
unapprenticed labour, and the shift from craft control of 
work to capitalist control began to take place. The 
destruction of apprenticeship regulations and craft control 
was a necessary prelude to this, but also ensured the 
necessity of later strategies to control the workforce. It 
is during this period that the battle over apprenticeship 
is most clearly identifiable with the battle for control in 
the workplace. The withdrawal of the state from labour 
market regulation placed the burden of 
FOX, History and Heritage: the social origins of the 
RT-i'i-.ish Industrial Relations System, 1985, p. 7. 
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maintaining apprenticeship and craft control on workers and 
their organisations, and this was a period of trade union 
formation, growth and consolidation. At the sair.e time, 
however, this 'control through an individualistic market 
order' (which provided the basis for dismantling far more 
of the early paternalist legislation then just the Statute 
of Artificers) required that increasingly harsh 
restrictions be placed on the ability of workers to form 
their own associations. It was this conjunction which has 
been described as the "outrageous demand to have their cake 
and eat it, to exact paternal discipline while denying 
paternal protection'.^ 
The third phase in this history has seen a shift in 
emphasis from a battle over workplace control back to a 
concern with regulation of the labour market. Even where 
apprenticeship systems were maintained very few unions were 
able to continue to exercise effective craft control; the 
form in which apprenticeship survived, and the division of 
labour which accompanied this attenuated form, made craft 
control impossible. State regulation began to take a form 
which indicated that apprenticeship was seen more as a 
social than as an industrial issue and many unions began to 
see apprenticeship more as a means of controlling the 
labour market than as a way of exerting workplace control. 
The fight for control over work practices shifted as the 
option of craft control was lost; Edwards has shown that in 
industries where control structures have been 
bureaucratized unions have "accepted the organization of 
work and directed their energies towards non-control 
issues'.^ Work control remained important and in 
Australia, where collective bargaining was 
institutionalised early in the twentieth century, workers 
found in it an avenue to pursue non-craft work control. 
2h. Perkin, The Origins of Modern English Society 
1780-1880, 1969, p. 188. ^. . 
Edwards, "The Social Relations of Production in the 
Firm' and Labor Market Structure', p. 9, in R.C. Edwards, 
et. al., (eds). Labor Market Segmentation, pp. 3-26, 1973. 
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Craft Control and Legislative Paternalism 
The earliest apprenticeship regulation of which much 
is known was exercised by the local guilds and corporations 
in each trade. In his study of pre-industrial English 
society Holderness has emphasised that the guilds were the 
real foundation of trade and manufacturing in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries."^ Theoretically, the guilds 
were equal associations of masters, journeymen and 
apprentices, and had two major functions: to maintain 
standards of craftsmanship, thereby protecting the 
consximer; and to protect their producer-members by "banning 
the activity of outsiders in the town', and controlling 
apprenticeship.^ Without an effective apprenticeship 
system the guilds would have had little control over the 
way in which production was organised. Even the early 
guilds were faced with attempts to impose subdivision of 
labour by masters employing large numbers of apprentices, 
other boys, and women. Such cases seem to have been rare 
but close supervision was essential to prevent them 
becoming widespread. 
Guild interest in apprenticeship was not restricted to 
the numbers indentured; once a boy was apprenticed guild 
members took it upon themselves to supervise the 
apprenticeship. Guild members attempted to ensure that the 
contractual obligations of apprenticeship were fulfilled: 
"that of the master to teach and instruct the apprentice 
and ... the obligation of the apprentice to serve the 
master'.^ As well there were the guild's own regulations 
concerning the welfare and treatment of apprentices. Guild 
'^ B.A. Holderness, Pre-Industrial England: Economy and 
Society 1500-1750, 1976, pp. 104-5. 
^Ibid., p. 105. 
^Dept. of Labour and Industry and Social Welfare, NSW, 
"Apprenticeship in New South Wales', p. 813, in N.S.W. 
Industrial Gazette, vol. 109, no. 3, June 1953, pp. 
813-827. 
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regulation of apprenticeship was rigorous and, in some 
cases, had legal sanction conferred on it by the authority 
of the municipality or by royal charter."^ All matters 
touching apprenticeship and entry to a trade were 
controlled by the guilds, which settled all disputes 
between masters, journeymen and apprentices. 
Guild regulations forbade apprentices to marry or to 
receive wages during the term of their indenture, which was 
usually at least seven years. Apprentices lived with their 
masters who were required to feed, clothe and maintain 
them, and provide for their moral and spiritual education 
as well as to instruct them technically. The guilds could, 
and did, order masters to provide new clothes for their 
apprentices, to desist from ill treatment, to ensure 
religious attendance, and to move the apprentice from one 
kind of work to another in order to ensure an all-round 
training. 
The guilds also exercised considerable authority over 
the organisation of work within their trades. The London 
Weavers' Company, for example, recognised four different 
grades of guild membership which, in turn, determined the 
number of looms an individual might work and the numbers of 
journeymen and apprentices he might employ. Status and 
seniority within grades also affected the numbers of looms, 
apprentices and journeymen a master could have.^ Entry as 
a freeman required the service of an approved seven year 
apprenticeship, followed by two or three years as a 
journeyman, although entry was also possible by virtue of 
'^ R.A. Bray, Boy Labour and Apprenticeship, 1912, p. 5; A. 
Plummer, The London Weavers' Company 1600-1920, 1972, p. 
23. Splummer, p. 16. 
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patrimony, or through redemption.^ Complaints could be 
brought before the guild by any master, journeyman or 
apprentice, and fines were often levied; but most abuses of 
guild regulations were detected by the weekly and quarterly 
'search of the craft' which was carried out by guild 
officers specially elected to that task. Amongst their 
powers these officers had the authority to enter any house 
where weaving was carried out, or where they had reason to 
believe that weaving might be going on - an authority which 
was sanctioned by the municipality and Royal Charter. 
During the first half of the sixteenth century it 
became clear to the authorities that the craft guilds were 
not working as effectively as they had previously done. In 
1531 and 1536 Acts were passed 
which tried to protect apprentices from the 
disqualifying practices that had been introduced, 
and forbade guild officers to require an oath 
from journeymen that they would not set up for 
themselves.^^ 
Some masters were becoming large employers and were 
seeking, through the authority of the guild, to ensure both 
the availability of a skilled labour force and the 
non-existence of competing craftsmen. 
The guilds gradually became more and more ineffective 
and, in 1563, the Statute of Artificers was enacted giving 
legal force to the old customs and traditions surrounding 
apprenticeship and labour. The preamble states that the Act 
was intended to 
^Ibid., pp. 19-20; the number of those allowed to redeem 
or purchase the freedom of the Company was, at this time, 
strictly limited. Redemption was sought after because 
freeman membership of one of the guilds was required in 
order to work at a trade within the city. Members by 
redemption were rarely practising weavers. 
lOlbid., pp. 43-4, 70, 90-91. 
llj.L. and B. Hammond, The Rise of Modern Industry, 1925, 
p. 101. 
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banish Idleness, advance Husbandry, and yield 
unto the Hired person, both in the Time of 
Scarcity and in the Time of Plenty a convenient 
Proportion of Wages.^^ 
To achieve these aims the Statute made a seven year 
apprenticeship compulsory for anyone who wished to practice 
a craft or trade, and took away the right of journeymen to 
practice a trade other than the one to which they had been 
apprenticed. Hours of labour were limited to twelve per day 
in summer, and to those of daylight in winter. Employment 
contracts were to be annual and could not be terminated 
before the expiration of the year; all wages were to be 
assessed annually by a Justice of the Peace.^^ 
One area which the Act was intended to control was the 
agricultural labour market; epidemic disease earlier in the 
century had created particular labour shortages in 
agriculture. To assist in overcoming these shortages the 
Act provided that any person aged between twelve and sixty 
y e a r s , not employed or apprenticed, or of the status of a 
gentleman could be compelled to accept agricultural 
work.^^ As w e l l , artisans could be compelled to work in 
the fields during the hay and corn harvests if the shortage 
of labour required it. Other clauses of the Act required 
men to remain in their shire of settlement, leaving only 
when issued with a certificate testifying their lawful 
125 Eliz. c4.; see Holdsworth, A History of English Law, 
1969, p. 341. Prior to the Statute of Artificers, legal 
terms of apprenticeship had been fixed by statute for 
particular trades, but this was the first general 
enactment. 
135 Eliz. c4. s. Ill, XII, XV; see also G . von Schulze-
G a e v e r n t i z , Social Peace; A Studv of the Trade Union 
Movement in England, 1893, p. 13; and R . A . Bray, p . 15; 
also A . Frazer, 'Free Labour and Wage Slavery: the 
evolution of the contract of employment in the English 
Industrial Revolution ca. 1760-1860', 1980, p . 43. 
145 Eliz c4. s. VII.; note that these provisions of the 
Act were closely modelled on the 1349 Statute of Labourers 
which had attempted to deal with the drastic shortage of 
labour caused by the Black Death; see Frazer, p . 41. 
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departure (ie. completion of the employment contract). 
Testimonials served two purposes - they prevented workmen 
absconding from their employment, and from becoming a 
charge upon the poor rates of a parish where they did not 
belong. The annual assessment of wages was also designed to 
prevent men moving in search of better conditions - the 
justices set maximum rates, so that workers would have no 
incentive to leave either their present master or 
shire.^^ 
The Act also sought to regulate and promote 
apprenticeship; partly as a means of dealing with labour 
shortages, partly to banish idleness and poverty, and also 
perhaps to strengthen the craft control of the guilds. As 
Alan Fox has pointed out the Statute did not simply compel 
people to work but effectively ensured that they remained 
under supervision and hence within the control structures 
of paternalism.^^ Boys were to 
serve and be bound as an Apprentice after the 
custom and Order of the City of London, for seven 
years at the least, so as the Term and Years of 
such Apprentice do not expire or determine afore 
such Apprentice shall be of the Age of 
twenty-four years at the least. 
There was regulation of who might take apprentices, 
and whom they might take: merchants, for example, were 
forbidden to take as apprentices any but their own sons, or 
the sons of persons having freehold land worth forty 
shillings per year. The children of husbandmen and 
labourers were not to be apprenticed to any trade or craft 
- presumably to maintain the agricultural labour supply. 
Men exercising certain crafts, classifiable as servicing 
agriculture, could take any child to apprentice.^^ 
Special provisions were made to apply to particular trades 
1^5 Eliz. c4., s. X, XI, XXII. 
l^Fox, History and Heritage ..., p. 7. 
175 Eliz. c4., s. XXVI. 
185 Eliz. c4., s. XXVI-XXX. 
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woollen cloth weavers in the counties of Cumberland, 
Westmoreland, Lancaster and in Wales were permitted only to 
apprentice their own sons, or the sons of parents owning 
freehold land to the value of £3 per year.^^ In trades 
such as tailoring, clothmaking and shoemaking the Act 
provided for apprentice/journeyman ratios.^^ 
Although the apprenticeship clauses would later become 
the most widely known sections of the Statute, there is 
evidence to suggest that they did not appear in the Act as 
originally drafted. Bindoff has argued that apprenticeship 
was only a minor issue in the early drafts of the Statute 
and that the apprenticeship clauses, as we know them, in 
fact originated in the House of Commons rather than with 
the Elizabethan government.^^ This would mean that 
apprenticeship only became a subject of the Bill quite late 
in its progress towards enactment, but the overall thrust 
of the Act is not altered by this: it was an attempt by the 
authorities to 'hold the status quo in a period of social 
turmoil', to 'fix the structure at the bottom of society in 
an earlier mould'.^^ Mobility, both social and 
geographical, was seen to be a danger to the fabric of 
society. Idleness was also a danger to authority and, in a 
time of labour shortage, it was felt that men ought to be 
employed in productive work - hence the priority given to 
agriculture and the handicrafts and the much harsher 
restrictions placed on commerce and the professions.^^ 
The effectiveness of the Act in controlling the labour 
market and promoting guild type controls in the workplace 
is open to question. Holderness has suggested that whilst 
it encouraged the spread of seven year apprenticeships and 
195 Eliz. c4., s. XXXII. 
2O5 Eliz. c4., s. XXXIV. 
21s.T. Bindoff, 'The Making of the Statute of 
Artificers', in Bindoff, Hurstfield and Williams (eds), 
Elizabethan Government and Society, 1961, pp. 56-94. 
^^Holderness, pp. 106, 194. 
23ibid., pp. 194-5. 
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the judicial setting of wages, it achieved little else; on 
the other hand he points out that those features continued 
to be important until about the time of the 1688 
Revolution, after which enforcement declined steadily, 
suggesting that with the end of the labour shortage the 
authorities lost interest somewhat. Amongst the more 
important powers which the Statute gave to local 
authorities, and which continued to be exercised into the 
eighteenth century, were those that enabled them to 
compulsorily apprentice the children of the poor and to 
force labourers to accept work at the set wages. Relief 
from the poor rates was available only to those whom the 
authorities considered deserving, and local magistrates 
could and did force wage earners to accept work if it was 
offered. Parish apprenticeship affected large numbers of 
children, and had been intended to ensure both that the 
pauper children of the parish should come under the 
authority of some person more responsible than their own 
indigent parents and that they should be provided with a 
trade which would prevent them continuing as a charge on 
the parish rates. Inculcating the habits of work and 
responsibility was seen to be as important as providing the 
child with the means of earning a livelihood. Eventually 
however the desire to prevent poverty gave way to a desire 
to prevent a rise in the parish rates, and the nature of 
such apprenticeships altered accordingly.^^ 
Individualism and the free market 
From its inception the Statute had been subject to 
attempts by the common lawyers to undermine the 
effectiveness of its regulatory provisions.^^ The lawyers 
24ibid., p. 195. 
25For this shift in attitude see D. Roberts, Paternalism 
in Early Victorian England, 1979, p. 20, who is in fact 
citing Dorothy Marshall at this point. 
26p,s. Atiyah, The Rise and Fall of Freedom, of Contract, 
1979, p. 127. 
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did 
their best to emasculate the statutory 
provisions. Almost from the beginning the Act was 
interpreted as only applying in towns and not in 
country areas; but when these countr^^ areas grew 
into large towns in the industrial revolution, 
the Act still did not apply to them.^" 
By the beginning of the 18th century the courts had 
accepted that the Act applied only to those trades existing 
when it was enacted, and soon afterwards that the Act was 
satisfied "when a man served seven years in the trade even 
though he had never been bound apprentice ...'^S 
In 1759 it was undermined still further when a group 
of Oldham check-weavers, charged with forming 'an unlawful 
Combination to raise the wages of ... Labour', were told 
that in 
the Infancy of Trade, the Acts of Queen Elizabeth 
might be well calculated for the publick Weal; 
but now, when it is grown to that Perfection we 
see it, it might perhaps be of Utility to have 
those Laws repealed, as tending to cramp and tye 
down that Knowledge it was at first necessary to 
obtain by Rule 
The weavers had also sought to enforce the apprenticeship 
clauses of the Statute. The judgement of the Assize judge. 
Sir Michael Foster, is remarkable both for the fact that it 
was in direct contravention of the Statute and the common 
law of the day and for its combination of paternalism and 
laissez-faire doctrine. 
2'7ibid., p. 127; the statute had never applied to the 
City of London, which had been expressly excluded by clause 
XXXX; see Frazer, p. 53. 
^^Atiyah, p. 128; according to Holdsworth the first legal 
decision that new trades were not covered by the Act was 
given in 1615, and the ruling on seven years service in 
1674 . 
29cited in A.P. Wadsworth and J. de L. Mann, The Cotton 
Trade and Industrial Lancashire, 1931, pp. 366-8. JUg,p. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 
1963, pp. 303-4. 
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If Inferiors are to prescribe to their Superiors, 
if the Foot aspire to be the Head, if every man 
is aiming to follow the Evil of his ways without 
Restraint or Control, to what End are Laws 
enacted? ... If no man must either employ or be 
employed in any Branch of Trade but who have 
served a limited Number of Years to that Branch, 
the particular Trades will be lodged in few 
Hands, to the Damage of the Publick; and that 
Liberty of setting up Trades, (the Foundation of 
the present flourishing Condition of Manchester) 
destroy'd.^^ 
Foreshadowed in this 1759 judgement is the 
accommodation of paternalist control structures within an 
individualistic capitalist market system. Fox has commented 
on the coexistence of paternalism and individualism as 
control structures throughout English history, and Perkin 
has referred to paternalist protection as ^the 
justification of ... [society's] i n e q u a l i t i e s g ^ t an 
individualistic society is unable to ensure the obedience 
and acquiescence of workers without running an unacceptably 
high risk of heightening class conflict and consciousness. 
Hence, the master and servant imagery of paternalism was 
imported into the capitalist employment contract, vesting 
'almost total prerogative in the former and the duty of 
obedience in the l a t t e r O n l y seventeen years after 
this judgement Adam Smith was to argue that depriving a man 
of his livelihood, of his 'most sacred and inviolable 
property', because he had not served an apprenticeship was 
a manifest encroachment upon the just liberty 
both of the workman and of those who might be 
disposed to employ him.^ "^  
As markets and industries expanded, and capitalistic 
forms of production emerged, the Statute increasingly came 
to be seen as a hindrance to the smooth growth of industry. 
31wadsworth and Mann, pp. 366-8. 
32pox, History and Heritage ..., p. 3; Perkin, p. 184. 
33fox. History and Heritage ..., p. 6. 
34Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations, 1776, cited in 
Atiyah, p. 301. 
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The new scale of production encouraged masters to break 
apprenticeship regulations, and the courts rarely took 
action against such breaches. Journeymen required larger 
amounts of capital to set up their own businesses then 
hitherto, and the progression which most apprentices had 
been reasonably able to expect - from apprentice to 
journeyman to master - became far more difficult.^^ 
The increased scale of industry also resulted in a 
decline of the journeymen's status within his guild, and 
conflict of interest over guild regulations (particularly 
in relation to apprenticeship) encouraged journeymen guild 
members to form their own organizations.^® Some early 
historians of trade unionism believed that there was no 
link between the guild organizations, which they saw 
essentially as associations of employers, and trade 
unionism, but is it clear that there were strong 
continuities. As the guilds became organizations of 
employers, the journeymen were Mriven to assume the burden 
of ... enforcement a l o n e . E . P . Thompson suggests that 
it was these demands 
which served as a bridge from the old forms to 
the new. Brentano was perhaps right when he 
declared: 'Trade unions originated with the non-
observance of 5 Eliz. 
35K.D. Brown, The English Labour Movement 1700 - 1951, 
19 82, p. 31; also H.A. Turner, Trade Union Growth, 
Structure and Policy; a comparative study of the cotton 
unions, 1962, p. 195. 
•^ A^. ^Musson, British Trade Unions, 1800-1875 , 1972, p. 
13; E.P. Thompson, 'English Trade Unionism and other Labour 
Movements before 1790', p. 22, in Bulletin of the Society 
for the Study of Labour History, vol 17, 19 68; Brown, The 
English Labour Movement 1700-1951, p. 31; and T.S. Ashton, 
The Industrial Revolution, 1760-1830, 1948, p. 132. 
J /See S"^  and B'. Webb, The History of Trade Unionism, 
1907, p. 13/ foi^  the old view; for demonstration of the 
connections see Thompson, 'English Trade Unionism and other 
Labour Movements before 1790', pp. 22-3, and Brown, T ^ 
English Labour Movement 1700-1951, pp. 31-2. 
^Turner, p. 195 . 
^^Thompson, 'English Trade Unionism ...', p. 23. 
-57-
In 1796, for instance, the Institution of Halifax was 
formed by workers in the woollen industry - its main object 
^was the maintenance of enactments regarding 
apprenticeship, and the prosecution of those who 
disregarded them.'^® G.D.H. Cole points out that the 
primary purpose of the early trade clubs formed by skilled 
workers was the protection of 
the trade against encroachment by unapprenticed 
workers ... and to safeguard local working 
customs and conditions against masters who were 
not prepared to abide by the ^custom of the 
trade' 
The first officers of the framework knitters union, a body 
formed in 1802 to request that parliament enforce the 
apprenticeship regulations of the Framework Knitters 
Company, had all been journeymen members of that 
company.^^ The demand for 
the enforcement of the apprenticeship clauses of 
the Statute of Artificers became increasingly a 
demand which the journeymen made their own « • • 
The fight to maintain apprenticeship control was a 
major force in the formation of trade unions, with many of 
those which first began to exist formally in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries appearing 'in response to 
Parliament's refusal to uphold traditional forms of labour 
protection'.Nineteenth century journeymen seeking the 
restoration or protection of the apprenticeship system 
appealed to the 1553 Statute of Artificers. Memories were 
long, and the discarding of customary rights was bitterly 
"^Oschulze-Gaevernitz, p. 14. 
41G.D.H. Cole, A Short History of the British Working 
Class Movement, 1797-1937, 1925-6, pp. 2-3. 
^^Rrown. The English Labour Movement 1700-1951, p. 31. 
^^Thompson, "English Trade Unionism pp 22-3. 
^^Brown, The English Labour Movement 1700-1951, p. 32. 
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fought against; the London artisans, fighting the repeal of 
the apprenticeship clauses in 1811 said that 
it is clearly unjust to take away the whole of 
the ancient established property and rights of 
any one class.^^ 
Nearly all the early trade unions, societies and trade 
clubs seem to have had the maintenance of apprenticeship as 
a major aim - and it is not far fetched to suggest that 
workers turned to these new organizations to uphold the 
customs of their trade because this was a function which 
the guilds no longer performed. 
The character of British industrial relations had 
changed; an Act which had once been seen as restrictive of 
workers freedoms had come to be seen as protective of their 
rights, and ^working customs and conditions'."^® Changed 
work practices meant that employers no longer needed the 
guarantee of annual hiring contracts or long 
apprenticeships: on the contrary, it was in employers' 
interests to be able to adjust their hiring as the market 
dictated (particularly in some of the seasonal outwork 
industries). The division of labour which accompanied the 
increased scale of production had, in many cases, done away 
with apprenticed labour. Craft control was under threat and 
workers turned to the Statute of Artificers to provide what 
had previously been a coincidental result of the 
Elizabethan solution to labour shortages. Clearly there was 
a strong tradition of looking to the state to provide 
protection in the early development of trade unionism. 
Thompson's 'appeal to precedent' took the form of asking 
Parliament to enforce its laws."^ "^  Those workers who could 
benefit by it fought for the retention of what they had 
come to see as legislative protection. In many ways, of 
45ibid. 
46g.D.H. Cole, A Short History ..., pp. 2-3. 
473. and B. Webb, The History of Trade Unionism, p. 40; 
Musson, p. 36. 
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course, the Statute remained restrictive, protecting only 
the steadily dwindling mimber of workers who were lucky 
enough to obtain apprenticeship, and the workers who sought 
its protection did so at the expense of the many for whom 
it closed off employment avenues and opportunities for 
higher wages. An aristocracy of labour was created, and it 
sought to use against the state and the employing class an 
instrument which had been originally conceived as a means 
of exercising control over labour. 
The early trade unions wished to preserve 
apprenticeship for two reasons: as a means of controlling 
entry to a trade, and of limiting the numbers of journeymen 
as well as preventing the displacement of journeymen by 
unskilled or junior labour; and in order to control the 
acquisition of skilled status and journeymen recognition. 
Whilst apprenticeship was the most common means of 
achieving these aims there are, and were, other methods -
and there is fairly compelling evidence to suggest that the 
extent to which unions attempted to control entry into 
their trade, and the means by which they chose to do it, 
has vitally affected their organisational forms. Other than 
apprenticeship the most common means of protecting the 
status of the skilled adult male worker is by seniority. 
Such a system normally operates where the work is performed 
by a team or gang; sometimes, but not necessarily, by 
sub-contract. The commonest example of team work is in the 
cotton and textile trades, but it was also used in coal 
mining, ship riveting and glass manufacture.^^ Team work 
and apprenticeship are not mutually exclusive, and, in at 
least one instance, team work, apprenticeship and a rigid 
system of seniority control operated together, but this was 
rare. 
48see C. More, Skill and the English Working Class 
1870-1914/ 1980; Turner; and J.W. Scott, The Glassworkers 
of CArmaux; French Craftsmen and Political Action in a 19th 
Century City, 1974. 
"i^ See Scott. 
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Apprenticeship has been the most common and successful 
means by which trade unions have restricted entry to their 
trades, and it has been argued that the most valid 
differentiating feature between different forms of trade 
union is whether or not they exercise this control. 
According to this analysis closed unions are nomnally 
organisations of skilled workers which seek to control the 
supply of labour (and hence its price) - such control 
through entry may be by apprenticeship or, as in the case 
of the cotton unions, by seniority. Closed unions are more 
likely to attempt to impose work control practices, and if 
closure is by apprenticeship then those practices will have 
an element of craft control in them. Open unions, on the 
other hand, comprise workers who do not possess the skilled 
status or strategic position needed to control entry. They 
seek direct control of the price of labour through 
collective bargaining.^^ Apprenticeship is not a 
necessary prerequisite of closed unionism, but all unions 
seeking to enforce apprenticeship fit into this category, 
and it was by far the single most important means of 
attempting closure. 
G.D.H. Cole, on the other hand, believes that the 
extent to which a functioning system of apprenticeship 
existed in a trade influenced the organisational type of 
its union in a quite different way. In a 1937 article he 
argues that it is 
necessary to consider the varying relationships 
between different industries and the law, to 
which some Trade Unions were led, far more than 
others, to appeal for protection and improvement 
of their standards of employment.^^ 
SOTurner, pp. 128, 138. 
SIQ.D.H. Cole, 'Some Notes on British Trade Unionism in 
the Third Quarter of the Nineteenth Century', p. 2, in 
International Review of Social History, 1937, pp. 1-27, 
vol. 2. 
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For Cole, the primary distinguishing feature lay in the 
decisions about structure which union members make; whether 
to form themselves into large national unions (like the 
Amalgamated Society of Engineers) where control over policy 
making and union funds were centralised, or whether to 
operate as essentially local, autonomous organisations with 
perhaps a loose national structure, but where funds and 
policy decisions were controlled locally.^^ Where 
apprenticeship existed, and acted as a demarcation between 
skilled and unskilled workers, it was usually a primary 
object of the skilled worker's union to exclude ^unlawful' 
men.^^ It is suggested that the Amalgamated Society type 
of organisation came into existence when it became clear 
that the interests of ^apprenticed craftsmen in the skilled 
trades could no longer be adequately protected by purely 
local forms of organisation Where unapprenticed 
men needed to be kept out of the trade a larger scale of 
organisation was necessary - to set standards over a wide 
area, and to allow checking of credentials. On the other 
hand, if skilled and unskilled were not employed together, 
or if the skilled workers had some other means of enforcing 
closure, then national organisation might not be necessary. 
Cole contrasts the unions of the cotton workers, in an 
industry where skilled status was achieved by seniority 
rather than apprenticeship, with the Amalgamated Society 
type of organisation found in the apprenticeship trades of 
engineering, building and shipbuilding. The cotton industry 
was relatively localised and, with no need to set national 
standards or to demand proof of apprenticeship, cotton 
52ibid., pp. 2-5. 
53ibid., p. 5. 
54ibid., p. 3. 
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workers 
preferred to keep their local Unions, with only 
so much federation as was indispensable for the 
conduct of occasional general movements for 
higher wages, or against wage-reductions in bad 
times.^^ 
Where this limited form of national organisation occurred 
(and Cole identified it amongst coalminers as well as 
cotton workers) the impetus was political - agitation for 
safety regulations, outlawing of machinery, protection of 
the trade - and industrial power remained with the local 
unions or lodges. The Amalgamated Societies, however, were 
forced to band together to achieve their industrial ends; 
centralised control was a distinguishing feature of these 
so-called New Model Unions.^^ 
In many trades the attempt to protect apprenticeship 
systems had failed well before 1814 when the Statute of 
Artificers was repealed; where apprenticeship remained its 
resemblance to the system which the guilds had regulated 
was very slight. The Hammonds claim that apprenticeship was 
a dead letter in the cloth and weaving trades by the first 
years of the nineteenth century, and both Bray and Marshall 
have pointed to the abuses perpetrated on parish 
apprentices.^"^ Its decline was uneven; 
a big Gloucester master manufacturer [in the 
cloth and weaving trade] asserted in 1803 that 
out of 158 workers employed by him only 
twenty-one had served a regular apprenticeship, 
whilst no one of his cloth workers had been 
apprenticed. In Wiltshire apprenticeship seems to 
have been common. In Yorkshire only about one in 
twenty of the men had been regularly 
apprenticed. 
55ibid., p. 8. 
56ibid. 
57J. and B. Hammond, The Skilled Labourer 1760-1832, 
1920, p. 170; R.Bray, p. 19; and D. Marshall, English 
People in the Eighteenth Century, 1956, pp. 184-188. 
J^bT ^nH n. Hammond. The Skilled Labourer, p. 170. 
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Dorothy Marshall, writing of the eighteenth century, 
claimed that apprenticeship had come to be seen as a source 
of cheap labour rather than as a system of moral, 
intellectual and technical training.^^ Kathleen Strange 
has dociimented the horrific abuses suffered by chimney 
sweeps' apprentices before apprenticeship in that trade was 
prohibited in the 1870s.^^ 
It is in the system of apprenticing pauper children 
that the state to which apprenticeship had come by the 
beginning of the nineteenth century can be most clearly 
seen. The Statute of Artificers had permitted and 
encouraged the apprenticeship of pauper children by their 
parish authorities. Malcolmson believed that between one 
third and one quarter of all apprenticeship indentures in 
the 18th century involved pauper children, and that these 
"apprenticeships' were often seen as a means of ridding the 
poor rates of the burden of supporting these children: many 
were bound to husbandry and housewifery.^^ The original 
intent of the law, though, 
was the praiseworthy one of seeing that no child 
for whom the parish was responsible should be 
thrown out upon the world without a trade by 
which it could earn its living 
By the middle of the century all pretence had ceased: 
parish apprenticeship was akin to legalised slavery. The 
earliest cotton mills, precursors of the Industrial 
Revolution, were dependent upon water power and had to be 
situated where power was available. In many cases these 
mills were built in very isolated districts and the 
resulting labour shortage was dealt with by employing 
59D. Marshall, p. 184. 
60K. Strange, Climbing Boys: A Study of Sweeps 
Apprentices. 1773-1875, 1982. 
biR^ V?. Malcolmson, Life and Labour in England 1700-1780, 
1981, p. 64. 
62D. Marshall, p. 188. 
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parish apprentices: these children were indentured as young 
as seven years old and were required to serve until they 
were twenty-one. They lived in apprentice houses next to 
the mills, sometimes catering for as many as one hundred 
and fifty apprentices. Apprentice is hardly the right word 
for these young workers: no attempt was made to teach a 
trade and, in many cases, no basic education of any kind 
was provided - the children being fully occupied at work 
for very long hours.^^ 
In response to protests about the conditions under 
which these ^apprentices' laboured the Health of 
Apprentices Act was passed in 1802. The number of parish 
apprentices in cotton mills whom the A.ct would affect was 
estimated at 20,000. Hours of labour were restricted, and 
the Act provided that basic literacy and nxameracy should be 
taught, and the children should attend religious 
instruction. By this time reliance on water had lessened as 
steam power became more readily available: mills could be 
built where there was free labour and the demand for parish 
apprentices had decreased. Nevertheless, the 1802 Act was 
practically ineffective and there was little to prevent an 
employer misusing child workers. More and more children 
were forced into employment and there was very little 
regulation of their conditions. Amendment of the Poor Laws 
in 1834 meant that the children of labourers were required 
to work in order for the family to survive as the subsidy 
which had previously been available to their parents from 
the poor rates was removed.^^ 
63j. and B. Hammond, The Town Labourer 1760-1832, 1917, 
pp. 145-6. 
&^Ibid., pp. 151-6; Bray, p. 23. 
^^Bray, pp. 23-4; the subsidy was replaced by a wage rise 
but the compensation was insufficient. 
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From craft control to work control 
As the number of children in the wage-labour force 
grew apprenticeship declined, both relatively and 
absolutely. Apprenticeship was no longer compulsory and 
many trade unions fought losing battles to maintain 
apprenticeship as the recognised means of entering a trade 
and acquiring skill. By 1884 even the endowments of rich 
benefactors for the apprenticeship of the poor were under 
attack. Sir George Jessel, the Chairman of the Committee on 
the Charitable Trusts Act, defended the application of 
endowment monies to other causes in the following terms. 
Times have changed; ideas have changed. All that 
legislation has been repealed. It is no longer 
obligatory on poor boys to be apprenticed ... 
Apprenticeship though not quite obsolete, is 
rapidly becoming so, fewer masters take 
apprentices and fewer boys are apprenticed 
6 6 
• • • 
Where children were apprenticed they were often taught only 
a branch of what had earlier been a coherent craft or 
trade; in some cases apprentices were not taught at all. 
As apprenticeship became less common, and more 
difficult for workers to enforce, unions were forced to 
change their strategies. Unions began to place more 
emphasis on apprenticeship as a means of limiting numbers 
in a trade than as a method of controlling the organisation 
of work. Limitation of entry has always been a part of 
apprenticeship regulation; it was essential to the 
maintenance of craft control that the trade should not be 
flooded with new entrants who could not be properly taught, 
and who would be unable to maintain the standards of the 
trade. Now however, unions became more concerned about 
salvaging the jobs of those members they had left, and with 
what Edwards has termed ^non-control issues' - wages, 
S^Cited in 1895 Royal Commission on the Aged Poor, p. 
390, in British Parliamentary Papers, 1895. 
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fringe benefits, promotion procedures. Unions sought to 
restrict particular jobs and to protect the status of those 
jobs at the expense of other workers; the higher wages, 
skill margins and supervisory functions of the group kno\>m 
as the labour aristocracy belonged to an even smaller group 
than in the past. This situation was fostered by both 
employers and trade unions; in their attitudes we may find 
some hints as to why apprenticeship survived at all in some 
trades and not in others. 
It has been suggested however that trade unions were 
too weak to maintain apprenticeship, and that where it 
survived it did so because 
it served the interests of employers and of 
skilled workers and because of the technological 
rationality of the industries in which it 
remained important 
Charles More has concentrated on the technical usefulness 
of apprenticeship to employers, claiming that 
apprenticeship survived in those industries where manual 
skill was more important than knowledge of processes. Where 
considerable manual skill was required workers in the first 
years of an apprenticeship were of little economic benefit 
to employers, who insisted on long apprenticships as a 
means of ensuring some return for their training. In 
papermaking, where the emphasis, after mechanisation, was 
on knowledge 
apprenticeship had been strictly maintained by 
one of the strongest of the early unions, [but] 
it broke down almost completely once the machine 
process was introduced ... [showing] the logic of 
the productive process as the key to the survival 
of apprenticeship.^^ 
67R.C. Edwards, ^The Social Relations of Production in 
the Firm and Labor Market Structure', pp. 10-11. 
68c. More, Skill and the Survival of Apprenticeship', p. 
118, in S. Wood (ed.). The Degradation of Work?; Skill, 
Deskillina and the Labour Process, 1982, pp. 109-21. 
^^Ibid., pp. 117-8. 
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Other historians have also identified benefits to 
employers in the maintenance of apprenticeship systems. The 
first chapter looked at some of the ways in which the 
attribution of skill to certain workers could be used as a 
control mechanism by employers: Foster and Gray are amongst 
those who believe that the existence of a labour 
aristocracy among workers reduced the need for capital to 
invest in elaborate systems to maintain authority and 
control.^^ The handing over of supervisory tasks to a 
particular group of workers created distinctions between 
workers and fostered an identification of the elite group 
with management, its hierarchies, and ^objective' job 
ladders. Edwards and Stone argued that such means of 
exercising and legitimizing authority were, themselves, 
made necessary by earlier attacks on workplace control, 
including apprenticeship systems.^^ The existence of an 
apprenticeship system, no matter how attenuated, could be 
used to define those workers who would be given supervisory 
powers; the existence of such an apparently objective 
measure gave credence to the hierarchical systems which 
were created. In such a case the maintenance or revival of 
apprenticeship could be of great benefit to employers. 
Foster, Class Struggle and the Industrial 
Revolution, 1974, and R. Gray, The Labour Aristocracy in 
Victorian England, 1976. 
/•LR.C. Edwards, 'The Social Relations of Production in 
the Firm and Labor Market Structure', and K. Stone, 'The 
Origins of Job Structures in the Steel Industry', in 
Edwards et. al (eds). Labor Market Segmentation, 1973, pp. 
27-84. 
In the cotton industry, where the status of minders was 
protected by a seniority system rather than by 
apprenticeship, employers managed to use the seniority 
system for similar ends. The minders wished to perpetuate 
the system and capital found it 'an effective mode of 
labour management'. W. Lazonick, 'Industrial relations and 
technical change: the case of the self-acting mule', pp. 
231-62, in Cambridge Journal of Economics, 1979, vol. 3, 
no. 3. 
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However the maintenance of apprenticeship systems did 
not work entirely in favour of employers. Apprenticeship 
would not have survived if workers had been unable to 
perceive any benefit to themselves in its maintenance. More 
has argued that the skills taught in apprenticeship must, 
therefore, have been real, necessary and considerable. 
However this may not have been the case. Workers would have 
been quite able to see the benefits attached to having 
7 ^  supervisory powers, higher status and higher wages 
Where apprenticeship did not survive unions were 
forced to turn to other methods of exercising work control. 
Some became, in Turner's terms, open unions - no longer 
requiring the service of apprenticeship as a prerequisite 
for membership, sometimes accepting other grades of workers 
into the union, sometimes broadening their base to 
encompass all workers in an industry. Other unions 
continued to fight for apprenticeship, sometimes managing 
to remain craft unions in the classic sense, but in other 
cases fighting for the retention of apprenticeship only for 
specified jobs within the trade and combining 
apprenticeship with other means of work control. 
Apprenticeship did disappear in many industries, and 
in many others its existence continued only in a very 
attenuated form. Nevertheless it did not disappear 
entirely, and the ideal of apprenticeship remained very 
strong in the minds of workers and their unions. In 1906 a 
committee appointed to inquire into the extent and adequacy 
of apprenticeship in London reported that 
the old system of indentured apprenticeship has 
for many years been falling into decay. In the 
majority of the industries it has almost entirely 
7 3More, ^Skill and the survival of apprenticeship', pp. 
114-5• 
"^^Turner, 'the classic craft union is distinguished by 
the apprenticeship system, the restricted entry of boys 
solely as learners into an occupation to which the union 
confines itself.', p. 233. 
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disappeared; in others it is occasionally found 
existing in a haphazard and highly unsatisfactory 
manner; while in only a few trades can it be said 
to be the commonly recognized way of entering the 
profession.^^ 
Similar complaints had been voiced for over a century. By 
the time apprenticeship became a real issue in the 
Australian colonies it had been under serious challenge in 
Britain for some time. 
A new and different society 
Although legislators in New South Wales and Victoria 
took an early interest in the regulation and control of 
apprenticeship the first statute was not enacted until 
1828, fourteen years after the British parliament had 
repealed the Statute of Artif icers. This Act gave power 
to certain public officials in the colony to take 
apprentices, and expressly provided that 'the laws of 
England relating to the relationship extended to cases of 
apprentices in the colony Prior to this the effect 
of English law had been assumed, and the convict origins of 
the majority of the colony's population had meant that 
apprenticeship laws were largely irrelevant as control of 
the workforce was achieved through the penal system.^^ A 
series of Acts, the provisions of which were similar to 
those which regulated parish apprenticeship in England, 
^^Cited in Bray, p. 135; later in his book Bray laments 
the fact that 'the old machinery of training is falling 
into disuse, and no adequate substitute is taking its 
place.', p. 168. 
'^S Geo. IV, No. 8, this Act also covered Victoria which 
was still a part of the colony of New South Wales, not 
gaining separate legal status until the 1850s. 
'"^Department of Labour and Industry and Social Welfare, 
NSW, 'Apprenticeship in New South Wales', p. 814; and J. 
Shields, 'Capital, Craft Unions and Metal Trades 
Apprenticeship in NSW prior to World War II', p. 8, in D. 
Cottle (ed.). Capital Studies, 1984, pp. 6-18. 
"^ SR. Ward, The Australian Legend, 1958, p. 15, shows that 
persons of convict origin formed the majority of the NSW 
population in 1828 (63 per cent), but by 1841 were only 39 
per cent. 
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controlled the apprenticeship of orphans and other poor 
children. 
The 1828 Act had given only a very limited number of 
people the right to take apprentices; this was extended 
quite considerably in 1844 when a new Act also attempted to 
set out more clearly the obligations of apprentices and 
their employers. Under this Act any 
householder or tradesman or other person 
exercising any art, mystery or manual occupation 
was authorised to take by indenture in writing 
any apprentice over the age of twelve years but 
his term of apprenticeship was not to exceed 
seven years ... no apprentice was to be bound by 
any indenture after the age of twenty-one 
years.^^ 
Apparently, no minimum term of indenture was prescribed, 
nor was apprenticeship to be made compulsory in any trade. 
No check was made on the workmanship or proficiency of the 
prospective employer - indeed, as pointed out by Shields, 
^the legislation remained quite silent on the actual 
workplace nature of apprenticeship.'^® 
The early Acts provided a limited form of protection 
for apprentices but did nothing to foster apprenticeship as 
a system; there was no limitation of apprentice numbers, 
for example, and early Australian trade unions attempted to 
enforce such measures themselves. As early as 1840 the 
Australian Society of Compositors was attempting to limit 
the number of apprentices in its trade.^^ In 1851 the 
Typographical Association of Victoria was formed and the 
preamble to the Associations' rules shows both the depth of 
Vic. No. 2, Apprentices Act; Department of Labour and 
Industry and Social Welfare, NSW, pp. 814-15. 
SOshields, p. 8. 
Slp.D. Brereton, 'Orgins of the Victorian Apprenticeship 
Commission: a history of apprenticeship regulation in 
Victoria 1896-1927', Master of Education thesis, University 
of Melbourne, 1971, pp. 10-12; and J.T. Sutcliffe, A 
History of Trade Unionism in Australia, 1921, pp. 29-31. 
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concern about apprenticeship, and the decline into which it 
had fallen, in that trade. It states that, under these 
conditions, 
it becomes the duty of the employees to unite in 
a demand for a fair, uniform rate of 
remuneration, and to make it a condition of the 
engagement that they be neither required to 
instruct a disproportionate number of 
apprentices, nor to work with those who have not 
a legitimate claim to the art 
The NSW Apprentices Acts of 189 4 and 1901 resembled 
the earlier Statutes in that they required little 
instruction of apprentices, and made no effort to limit 
apprentice-journeyman ratios or to encourage the spread of 
apprenticeship. Union concern continued and, like their 
British counterparts, Australian unions attempted to 
influence statutory reform in favour of the maintenance of 
apprenticeship. In Victoria, where the legislation suffered 
from similar defects, the Trades Hall Council Parliamentary 
Committee required candidates seeking endorsement for the 
Legislative Assembly elections of 1889 to pledge support 
for compulsory apprenticeship, and the imposition of 
greater penalties on those masters who did not fulfil their 
obligations.^^ 
In New South Wales it was the 1901 Industrial 
Arbitration Act which first allowed these issues to be 
heard but the Court of Industrial Arbitration required that 
a dispute be in existence before a case could be heard. 
Nevertheless the Act allowed unions to argue apprenticeship 
issues before the Court and, by 1908, apprenticeship ratios 
had been set in some trades, and hours and conditions 
regulated. In some industries the Court had made employment 
of minors illegal, except by indenture.^^ In 1909, 
82cited in Sutcliffe, pp. 37-8. 
83cited in Sutcliffe, p. 135. 
8457 Vic. No. 22, Apprentices Act; 1 Edw. VII No. 41, 
Apprentices Act; 1 Edw. VII No. 59, Industrial Arbitration 
Act; and Department of Labour and Industry and Social 
Welfare, NSW, 'Apprenticeship in New South Wales', pp. 
815-6. 
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however, the High Court of Australia found that 
apprenticeship did not come within the ambit of an 
'industrial matter' as defined by the 1901 Act. 
In 1908 the Industrial Disputes Act, which specifically 
included apprenticeship matters in its scope, replaced the 
Act of 1901. The Act failed to define either apprentices or 
improvers. When asked to order compulsory technical 
education for apprentices the tribunals claimed that their 
power did not extend to such issues. In 1911-12 a Royal 
Commission into the shortage of labour and decline in 
apprenticeship in New South Wales was held, and it 
recommended the encouragement of technical education and 
the creation of an Apprenticeship Commission similar to 
that which had been suggested in Victoria in 1906-7.^^ 
After the report of the Royal Commission into labour 
shortages was received the NSW government enacted the 
Industrial Arbitration Act of 1912; this replaced the 1908 
Act and defined an apprentice as a person subject to 
indenture 'for the purpose of rendering him fit to be a 
qualified worker in an industry'. The tribunals had no 
power, however, to require compulsory apprenticeship. A 
further Royal Commission in 1913, into industrial 
arbitration, repeated the need for an Apprenticeship 
Commission but the 1912 Act continued in effect. By 1918, 
over one hundred awards had been made affecting 
apprenticeship; some of these made attendance at technical 
schools compulsory whilst others encouraged such attendance 
by use of wage increments.^^ 
In 1918 the Industrial Arbitration Act was amended and a 
Board of Trade was established. The Board had two major 
functions: it was to find and determine a basic wage for 
858 Edw. VII No. 3, Industrial Disputes Act; Dept of 
Labour and Industry, pp. 816-7. 
863 Geo. V No. 17, Industrial Arbitration Act; Dept. of 
Labour and Industry, pp. 817-8. 
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the State and to enquire into apprenticeship. With respect 
to apprenticeship it was required to 
* determine the occupations and industries in which it 
was appropriate 
* prescribe hours, wages and conditions 
* determine appropriate ratios of apprentices to 
journeymen 
* determine the necessity for technical school 
attendance 
* register indentures, and 
* prescribe a form of indenture. 
In 1920 the Board issued a report entitled ^Apprenticeship 
in Industries' which was to be the basis of its enquiry 
into apprenticeship. The report of that enquiry was issued 
in 1922 and, by 1925, regulations had been made to cover 
many of the trades "in which apprenticeship had formerly 
been customary 
In 1926 the Board of Trade and the Court of Industrial 
Arbitration were both abolished: their functions were taken 
over by an Industrial Commission. Under this Commission, 
individual trades were served by Conciliation Committees 
which, among other things, dealt with apprenticeship 
matters. In 1932 a judgement of the Carpenters and Joiners 
(State) Conciliation Committee pointed out that, in 
apprenticeship matters, the Commission exercised 
a quasi-parental jurisdiction and should be 
mindful of what will be the best thing to do in 
all the circiimstances . ^ ^ 
The New South Wales legislation operated in Victoria 
until 1864, when a Master and Apprentice Act was enacted by 
the Victorian parliament.^^ Under this Act all 
apprentices were to be taken by indenture in writing: the 
878 Geo. V No. 16. Industrial Arbitration Act; Dept. of 
Labour and Industry, pp. 818-20. 
S^Cited in Dept. of Labour and Industry, p. 821. 
89 27 Vic. No. 19 3, Master and Apprentice Act. 
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wording of the clause listing those who were eligible to 
take apprentices was almost identical to that in the 1844 
NSW Act. Penal clauses were provided against masters who 
ill-treated their apprentices or failed to fulfil their 
duties, and against apprentices who disobeyed their 
masters. The use of indentures was declining, though, and 
without indentures the penal clauses were unenforceable; at 
any rate, the duties of a master to teach a trade or to 
produce a competent workman were never spelled out very 
clearly in the legislation of this period.^^ 
The term "apprentice' was not properly defined by this 
Act, or by any Act until 1900, and although the legislation 
was ineffective it remained in operation until then. In 
1890 an identical consolidating statute was passed.^^ 
Under this system there was little consideration of what 
apprenticeship should be, and little incentive for 
employers or employees to enter into apprenticeship 
contracts. 
Although the report of the 1884 Royal Commission on 
Employees in Shops had deplored the misuse of 
apprenticeship, claiming that it was a factor contributing 
to the prevalence of sweating in Victorian manufacturing, 
the legislation concerning apprenticeship was not 
fundamentally altered until 1 8 9 6 . ^ ^ ^he 1890 Master and 
Apprentice Act was no more than a consolidation of the 
unsatisfactory 1864 Act. The 1891 Employers and Employees 
Act made all employment contracts, including that of 
apprenticeship, civil; imprisonment was available as a 
means of enforcement only in cases of fraud.^^ In 1894 
the report of the Inquiry into Victoria's fiscal system 
^^Brereton, p. 3-5. 
5I54 Vic. No. 1117, Master and Apprentice Act. 
5 2Royal Commission on Employees in Shops, in Victorian 
Parliamentary Papers, 1884, vol. 2, no. 18. 
yJ54 vTF^ ^ NoT 11717, Master and Apprentice Act; 55 Vic. 
No. 1219, Employers and Employees Act. 
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again condemned the way in which apprenticeship operated in 
most industries, with the lack of formal indentures and 
abundant use of improvers. In 1895-6 the Report of the 
Factories Act Inquiry Board finally led to the passage of a 
new Factories and Shops Act. 
By the eighteen nineties apprenticeship in Victoria 
was in serious trouble. Traditionally, when masters were 
themselves working journeymen it was in their interest to 
turn out a workman ^whose competence would help to protect 
the price of the trade The factory system, 
however, held different incentives for employers, who were 
able to use apprentices both as cheap labour and to depress 
the prices paid to adult workers. Trade unions, in Victoria 
as in Britain, found themselves faced with large numbers of 
semi-skilled workers. Their response was to demand the 
reintroduction of traditional apprenticeship limitations, 
and the abolition of the improver system. Apprentices were 
to be taught all the branches of a trade, and some 
unionists advocated the use of technical school classes but 
this was subject to debate. 
The 1896 Factories and Shops Act set up a system of 
Wages Boards as a response to the anti-sweating sentiment 
which was so strong in Victoria; although various enquiries 
had demonstrated that lax apprenticeship laws contributed 
to the sweating problems the Act nevertheless failed to 
define either apprentices or improvers.^^ Apprentices and 
improvers benefitted from the minimxim wage provision of the 
Act but in other terms it did little to encourage 
apprenticeship.^"^ Wages Boards were permitted to set the 
^'^Inquiry into the Effect of the Fiscal System of 
Victoria upon Industry and Production, in Victorian 
Parliamentary Papers, 1894, vol. 2, no. 37. 
^^Brereton. p. 2. 
9^60 Vic. No. 1445, Factories and Shops Act; see 
Brereton, p. 26. 
^^W.P. Reeves, State Experiments in Australia and New 
Zealand, 1902, vol. II, p. 53. 
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proportions of apprentices employed within their trades, 
but were not able to prescribe compulsory apprenticeship. 
In 1900 the Factories and Shops Act was revised and 
definitions of apprentices and improvers were included; the 
main difference between the two was the existence of a 
written indenture in apprenticeship.^^ The Wages Board 
system was extended but the minimum duration of 
apprenticeship was set at only one year, which was highly 
unsatisfactoiry to unionists.^^ A further Royal Commission 
into the operation of the Factories and Shops Act was held 
in 1902-3: its major recommendation, which was that 
Victoria should adopt a system of compulsory arbitration to 
replace the Wages Boards, was ignored and the Wages Boards 
had their lives extended yet again by the 1903 Factories 
and Shops Act.^^O 
The 1903 Act extended the minimum duration of 
apprenticeship to three years, and included a definition of 
indentures which noted the duty of an employer to provide 
instruction to apprentices. However it removed the power of 
Wages Boards to restrict their numbers.^^^ In the 
legislation of this period 
industrial training was not a central concern. 
The Acts had mentioned and affected apprentices, 
but they had been aimed at controlling wages and 
limiting the proportion of jobs available to 
juvenile workers.^^^ 
5^63 Vic. No. 1654, Factories and Shops Act. 
^^It was necessary to keep extending the life of the 
Wages Boards as the early Acts had had 'sunset' clauses 
inserted by the Legislative Council. The Wages Boards did 
not become permanent until 1905. See Brereton, p. 26. 
lOOfjQyal Commission on the Factories and Shops Act, in 
Victorian Parliamentary Papers, 1903. 
Edward VII, No. 1804, Factories and Shops Act. 
lO^Brereton, p. 43. 
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Trade unionists welcomed the requirement of the 1903 
Act that apprenticeships should be no shorter then three 
years and that instruction had to be provided, but they 
opposed the removal of limitation powers from the Wages 
Boards. The form of instruction provided was also of 
concern. Trade union attitudes varied but in general 
favoured shop floor training of apprentices with formal 
education outside the workplace only as an adjunct. A trade 
was defined by unionists as comprising a broad set of 
skills, and the traditional model of the skilled all round 
tradesman persisted. Early in the 1890s many of the unions 
had been prepared to countenance technical school 
certificates as the equivalent to a served apprenticeship 
but this option did not allow them to control entry to 
their trades. By the time of the 1899-1900 Royal Commission 
on Technical Education the union movement was insisting 
that entry to trade classes in the technical schools should 
be restricted to those apprentices already indentured. 
The two issues, of limitation of numbers and their 
training, were dealt with by the 1906-7 Conference on 
Apprenticeship. This Conference, the first of three 
eventually held in Victoria, was convened by the Chief 
Secretary and was made up of five representatives each of 
the Trades Hall Council and the Chamber of Manufacturers. 
The main thrust of the union argument in this conference 
was that there should be only two grades of workmen in 
industry - journeymen and apprentices. The Conference 
recommendations did not go that far but they were, in 
general, supported by trade unionists.^^^ 
The first recommendation of the Conference was that 
the Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Court and the 
Victorian Wages Boards were not suitable to determine 
methods of training. The basis of this was that there was a 
^moral right of the youth of the country to industrial 
103ibid., pp. 89-119. 
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training', and that this should stand 'quite apart' from 
any dispute between management and labour.^^^ 
Consequently the Conference recommended the formation of an 
Apprenticeship Commission, with power 
to constitute for any trade a Special 
Apprenticeship Committee, which would distinguish 
skilled from unskilled work and determine what 
special conditions should be applied to 
apprenticeships in the skill branches.^^^ 
The Committees would have power to fix wages, certify 
apprenticeship and determine methods of instruction. 
Improvers would be banned from branches of industry that 
had had determinations made by Special Apprenticeship 
Committees. Attendance at technical school classes was to 
be encouraged, and was to be compulsory in certain trades: 
the overriding aim of the Apprenticeship Commission was to 
ensure that 
an apprentice at the end of his time knows a 
substantial portion of the trade sufficient to 
give him an opportunity of getting permanent 
employment, and of earning his living. 
The numbers of apprentices admitted to individual trades 
was to be monitored by the Commission but it was not to 
have power to limit those numbers. 
The Conference's recommendations were opposed by 
employers, many of whom were hostile to any element of 
compulsion in apprenticeship. In any case the technical 
education system in Victoria was inadequate to fulfil the 
functions ascribed to it by the system recommended. The 
Government quietly allowed the recommendations to lapse. 
104ibid., p. 107. 
lOSibid., p. 106. . . V, 
lO^Report of the Apprenticeship Conference, cited by 
Brereton, p. 111. 
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In 1909-10 however the Victorian government was 
forced, by events in the Commonwealth Court of Conciliation 
and Arbitration, to return limitation power to the Wages 
Boards and to give them authority to prescribe a form of 
indenture. The Court was asked by the Australian Boot Trade 
Employees Federation to restrict the number of apprentices 
in their trade to a proportion of one to every four 
journeymen, and to ensure 'that every apprentice be taught 
some substantial portion of the work of a f a c t o r y I n 
his proposed award Mr Justice Higgins said that limitation 
of nximbers would help to ease interstate rivalry as 
Victoria failed 
to provide for any limitation in the number of 
apprentices employed, or to define what is a 
proper indenture of apprenticeship 
His judgement defined an apprentice as one engaged to be 
taught for at least four years, prescribed a form of 
indenture, an approved list of branches to which a boy 
might be apprenticed, and set a ratio of one apprentice to 
two journeymen. 
When the Commonwealth Court granted compulsory 
apprenticeship to the bootmaking unions Victorian employers 
panicked; the Wages Boards had a common rule provision 
unlike the Conciliation and Arbitration Court and employers 
requested that limitation power be returned to the Wages 
Boards, from which it had been removed in 1903. In August 
1910 Higgins handed down an amended form of his proposed 
award setting a ratio of one to three and approving fifteen 
branches of the trade for apprenticeship. In September 
1910, after intransigence on the part of the Legislative 
Council, and a High Court challenge to the power of federal 
Av/ards to override State Acts, a new Factory Act was passed 
lO'^Brereton, p. 122. 
lO^cited in Brereton, pp. 122-3 
- 8 0 -
which returned limitation power to the Wages Boards.^^^ 
Legally, apprenticeship in Victoria was back at the 
point it had been in 1903. Agitation for the implementation 
of the 1907 recommendations continued but when Bills were 
put up in 1911 and 1912 the opposition was so strong that 
the government allowed them to lapse. In 1913 a second 
Apprenticeship Conference was called which recommended that 
control over apprenticeship should be given to the Wages 
Boards. This report met a similar fate to that of the 1905 
Conference and its recommendations were virtually ignored 
by government. 
By 1921 the Conciliation and Arbitration Court had 
become quite active in apprenticeship matters, and a 
further Apprenticeship Conference was convened by the 
Victorian government. Apprenticeship in most trades had 
been subdivided into branches; a result disliked by the 
unions but considered the lesser of two evils if the 
alternative was, as it seemed to be, no regulation at all. 
In those trades where apprenticeship still existed a five 
year term had become widespread. As well, the provision of 
technical education in Victoria had been widened and 
improved. In this different climate the Apprenticeship 
Conference was able to recommend the formation of an 
Apprenticeship Commission very similar to that which had 
been proposed by the 1907 Conference. Employers still 
disliked the compulsory nature of the scheme and preferred 
to use improvers: the 1925 Apprenticeship Bill was defeated 
in the Legislative Council. Two years later, essentially 
the same Bill was reintroduced and passed in December 1927. 
The status of improvers was left ambiguous by the 
Legislative Council but in other respects the Act was 
lO^Brereton, pp. 122-9; the Legislative Council had 
attempted to amend the Act by inserting a clause stating 
that the only obligation of Victorian employers was to 
abide by Victorian law. This was struck out by the High 
Court in March 1910. 
llOgrereton, p. 132-146. 
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allowed to pass with surprisingly little debate,^^^ 
In many respects the debate which had begun at the 
1906 Conference and continued until 1927, when the 
recommendations of the 1921 Conference were passed into 
law, had reversed the emphasis of earlier legislation which 
had concentrated on limiting the jobs available to junior 
workers. By 1927 the issues were seen as social and 
educational rather than industrial - trades had been 
subdivided and the unions had had to accept this. The 
apprenticeship created by judgements like Higgins' 1909 
Boot Trade Award did not permit unions to pursue craft 
control, but a certain degree of work control was inherent 
in the system. That the Act to set up the Apprenticeship 
Commission was seen as promoting educational ends is 
evident in the fact that the first head of the Commission 
was an educationalist, a man from the technical education 
field rather than someone familiar with industry and 
industrial relations. 
The 19 27 Apprenticeship Act brought the status of 
apprentices, and the regulation of apprenticeship, into 
line with that achieved by the NSW Industrial Commission, 
set up in 1926. The different political and economic 
traditions of NSW and Victoria had achieved much the same 
end. In New South Wales the lack of any tradition of 
factories legislation and anti-sweating sentiment had led 
to a strong emphasis on dispute settlement in industrial 
relations. In Victoria, though, the Wages Boards did not 
require the existence of a dispute. In both states 
apprenticeship had been originally dealt with in the same 
way as other industrial matters, but by the end of the '20s 
both NSW and Victoria had moved it from the realm of the 
industrial to that of the educational. Although the 
possibilities of craft control of apprenticeship had been 
significantly diminished in both states, systems of Wages 
11118 George V No. 3546, Apprenticeship Act; see 
Brereton, pp. 157-61, 189-226. 
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Boards and compulsory arbitration made it easier for unions 
to achieve some forms of work control. The 
institutionalisation of industrial relations promoted the 
role of trade unionism, particularly in Victoria where it 
was necessary for workers to elect representatives to the 
Wages Boards. The status which this gave to unions 
certainly influenced their ability to achieve 
apprenticeship maintenance and protection. 
The following chapters of this thesis are an attempt 
to consider ideas about skill acquisition and attribution 
in Australia, and the effects of these on the formation and 
behaviour of occupational associations. The case studies 
which follow are an attempt to make up some of the 
deficiency pointed out by John Shields when he says that 
few historians 
have taken the opportunity to look behind the 
surface appearance of skill hierarchies to 
examine the nature of skill and the manner in 
which it has been conferred in Australia.^^^ 
ll^shields, p. 7. 
CHAPTER 3 
The Evolution of a Labour Process 
in the British and Australian Boot Trades 
When the Victorian Operative Bootmakers' Union was 
formed, at a meting in Foresters' Hall, Collingwood, on May 
19 1879, the boot trade in the colony was undergoing rapid 
structural change. In 1871 only one-quarter of the male 
bootmakers in Victoria were employed in factories; ten 
years later the figure was almost one-half. Formed by 
factory workers, predominantly from two classes of the 
workmen (putters-up or lasters, and finishers), the union 
sought to sustain within the factories a system of 
production within which workers could maintain the dignity 
and independence due to the skilled craftsman. 
The early members of the VOBU were, for the most part, 
products of a training received before factory production 
became so important. Most of them had learned their trade 
in small workshops, sometimes as the only employee. Many 
were immigrants, either they or their fathers having 
learned the trade in England. Their ideas about bootmaking, 
and about craftsmanship and skill, were formed in the 
atmosphere of a well-established pre-industrial craft. It 
was the persistence of those ideas which gave coherence to 
the VOBU's policy and behaviour in its first twenty-five 
years. 
Bootmaking is an old craft, and the formation of the 
VOBU was preceded by a long history of journeymen 
organisation in England. The Cordwainers Guild in London 
was granted letters patent by Henry IV. By the thirteenth 
century the craft had split into cordwainers and cobblers; 
the cobblers were inferior workmen, unable to produce the 
lighter shoes and boots demanded by fourteenth century 
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fashion. The Cordwainers Guild attempted to restrict 
cobblers to repairing and rough work, defining them as 
those who lived 'by the awl and meddled with no tradesmen's 
matters, nor women's matters but with awl'. An agreement 
draft in 1395 defined the work permitted to each group, but 
the cobblers continued to undertake work which Guild 
members considered theirs.^ 
It was rare for early bootmakers to employ more than a 
few people; the typical craftsman worked from home or his 
small shop with the help of his family and one or two 
apprentices. In 1563 bootmaking was one of the trades in 
which seven year apprenticeships and limitation of 
apprentice numbers were enforced by the Statute of 
Artificers. Many boys were apprenticed to their fathers, or 
other close relatives, with the employment of women 
virtually confined to those who were the wives and 
daughters of journeymen and master bootmakers.^ There 
were many men who worked entirely alone (country cobblers 
and bespoke bootmakers, for example) but in London and 
other large towns there was sufficient demand to justify a 
division of labour into the three major processes: 
Ij.L. Leno, The Art of Boot and Shoe-making; A Practical 
Handbook including Measurement, Last-Fitting, Cutting-Out, 
Closing and Making with a description of the most approved 
machinery employed, 1885, p. 7; C.Calver, 'The Boot and 
Shoe Trade', pp. 282-3, in S.Webb and A. Freeman (eds). 
Seasonal Trades, 1912, pp. 282-311; and E.J. Hobsbawm and 
J.W. Scott, 'Political Shoemakers', pp. 116-7, in E.J. 
Hobsbawm, Worlds of Labour; Further Studies in the History 
of Labour, 1984, pp. 103-130. The word 'cobbler', in the 
English language, still has the connotations of clumsiness 
and poor workmanship. The term 'women's matters' refers to 
the making of women's shoes; there was a rigidly adhered to 
distinction between the makers of men's and women's shoes, 
a distinction with continued to operate in some branches of 
the trade well into the nineteenth century. The 'women's 
men' considered themselves superior wor]cmen as they were 
more often engaged in the making of lighter, fancier goods. 
2R.W. Malcolmson, Life and Labour in England 1700-1780, 
1981, p. 64. 
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processes: "clicking', 'closing', and 'making'. Workers 
specialised in one or other of what became separate 
branches of production, but still considered themselves 
craftsmen.^ These basic divisions, which remain the 
fundamental functions in boot and shoe manufacturing, are 
described here in some detail. 
The 'clicking' stage involved the cutting out of the 
pieces of leather which would form the upper of the shoe. 
Sole pieces and rough-stuff (the bottom lining of the shoe) 
were also cut and prepared, as well as the stiffeners for 
the toe and heel. Part of the preparation of sole pieces 
involved making a channel into which the welt piece would 
be stitched. Sometimes the same men would cut the upper and 
sole and lining pieces, but often in large establishments 
the clicker cut the uppers while the cutting of lining, 
trimming and sole pieces was divided between other 
workmen. 
In a productive system based on domestic outwork 
clickers and rough-stuff cutters were usually the only 
workers employed in the central workshop. Quite often the 
clicking was done by the master himself. Clickers were 
employed within the factories, on a wage basis, for a 
number of reasons. The work required relatively large areas 
of space, as well as good lighting, and the treated hides 
from which upper pieces were cut varied markedly in 
quality; the clicker had to cut as many uppers as possible 
from the good parts of the skin, cutting such 'hidden' 
pieces as tongues from the poorer quality sections. Such 
work required both judgement and a knowledge of leather. It 
was impossible to predict accurately the wastage from any 
particular skin. Leather was expensive and if clickers were 
unsupervised there were opportunities to appropriate 
^A. Fox, A History of the National Union of Boot and Shoe 
Operatives 1874-1957, 1958, pp. 10-11. 
^Leno, p.56^ 
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sections from the hide from which a few pairs of shoes 
could be made. As well, there was the question of quality; 
if the upper was badly cut it would not produce a well 
fittinq boot. Outworkers were paid piecerates and the 
incentive to skim.p on the quality of work was normally 
outweiqhed by the visibly poor quality of the boot; there 
was no payment for shoddy work. It was very difficult, 
thouqh, to detect a poorly cut upper piece once it was cut; 
the deficiency would show up only later in the process. 
Employers therefore had every reason to encourage the 
maintenance of quality craftsmanship amongst their 
clickers; hence they were normally paid time rates and 
worked under the eye of the employer.^ 
After the clicking the uppers were 'closed'; the 
leather pieces were fitted together and then sewn. Closing 
was often done by women although closing of heavy boots was 
generally done by men. Hand-closing was the only area of 
the trade traditionally open to women. The invention of a 
modified Singer sewing-machine to close uppers in 1852 
revolutionized the work of women in the trade.^ As well, 
the introduction of machine sewn uppers tended towards the 
introduction of factory working, thus threatening all 
bootmakers. 
The makers foresaw less work for their families 
unless wives and children entered the warehouse 
to operate machinery under the factory system, 
and against this there was much antipathy.' 
5FOX, a History of the NUBSO, pp. 10-12; R.A. Church, 
'Labour supply and Innovation 1800-1860: The Boot and Shoe 
Industry', p. 28, in Business History, 1970, vol. 12, pp. 
25-45; and E.M Hoover, Location Theory and the Shoe and 
Leather Industry, 1937, p. 165. 
bFox, A Histo"^ of the NUBSO, p. 13; E. Abbott, Women in 
Industry; A Study in American Economic History, 1910, p. 
164; and Church, 'Labour Supply and Innovation ...', pp. 
31-41. "^Church, 'Labour Supply and Innovation ...', p. 40. 
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'Making' followed the closing of the uppers and this 
could be divided into four separate tasks: lasting, 
welting, attachment of the sole and heel, and finishing. 
Lasting and clicking were the two processes which, 
together, determined the size and shape of the shoe. The 
laster was 
responsible for stretching the upper portion of 
the shoe, and making it conform to the last, 
without wrinkling the outer leather or the inner 
lining.^ 
The laster worked by hand, using a set of pincers, a 
small hammer and the appropriate lasts. In the case of 
outwork the lasts would be given out with the closed uppers 
and returned with the finished boots by the finisher. The 
workmen traditionally owned the small tools which made up 
the laster's ^kit'.^ The laster began by tacking the 
insole to the bottom of the last and inserting heel and toe 
stiffeners into the closed upper. He then pulled the upper 
over the wooden last 
by means of a series of pulls with hand-pincers 
in different directions according to the shape of 
the last, so that the appropriate tensions were 
set up, tacks being driven through the edges of 
the upper which came down under the last and over 
the edge of the insole.^^ 
By this stage the upper had taken on the approximate shape 
of the last, and the laster then completed the process with 
another series of pulls, tacking the leather into place 
with each pull.^^ Clearly the laster reguired both 
^I. Yellowitz, 'Skilled workers and mechanization: the 
lasters in the 1890s', p. 198, in Labor History, (NY), vol. 
18, no. 2, Spring 1977, pp. 197-213. 
^Hobsbawm and Scott, p. 114, refer to the importance of 
tramping to the bootmaker's artisan culture and to the 
relative lightness of the toolkit which made travelling 
easier. It was not usual to carry lasts. 
lOpox, A History of the NUBSO, p. 10. 
lllbid., p. 10. 
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knowledge and experience to judge the degree of stretching 
and pulling a piece of leather would take. 
Unlike the clickers, lasters required no special 
facilities for their work, just somewhere to secure the 
last as they worked over it, so they were usually 
outworkers. The quality of their work was readily 
assessible by an experienced eye, and the number of pairs 
returned to the workshop could be easily equated with the 
nvimber of uppers originally given out. These 
characteristics of the laster's work, together with the 
seasonal nature of the trade, meant that lasters were ideal 
domestic outworkers - thereby relieving employers of the 
necessity to provide work space, lighting, tool-sharpening 
facilities, and supervision. The workmen, on the other 
hand, had the freedom to set their own work rhythyms and 
patterns.^^ 
Lasting was followed in the making process by 
^welting'; this job was usually, but not always, done by 
the laster. Welting or welt-sewing was the process by which 
the lasted upper and the insole were permanently attached 
to each other. The welt was a long, narrow strip of leather 
which was sewn around the entire shoe, apart from the heel 
section. 
The thread passed through the welt, the insole, 
and the upper, making a strong attachment. The 
welt, when sewn, projected outwards from the 
insole ... The completion of welt-sewing left a 
hollow space over most of the insole; in order to 
provide a flat surface for the sole, this space 
was then filled with pieces and scraps of leather 
and other material in the process known as 
'bottom-filling' 
l^church, 'Labour Supply and Innovation pp. 36-40; 
Fox, A History of the NUBSO, pp. 10-11; Hobsbawm and Scott, 
p. 112; and K. Brooker, 'The Northampton Shoemakers' 
Reaction to Industrialisation: Some Thoughts', pp. 151-5, 
in Northamptonshire Past and Present, vol. 6, no. 3, 1980, 
pp. 151-9. 
13FOX, A History of the NUBSO, pp. 10-11; E.G. Fry, 'The 
Condition of the Urban Wage Earning Class in Australia in 
the 1880s', p. 127, ANU PhD thesis, 1956. 
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Once the upper was attached to the insole by means of the 
welt the sole was attached. A channel was cut into the edge 
of the sole and the stitcher sewed through both the channel 
and the welt; the channel was then closed over the thread. 
When the heel was attached the shoe had taken on its basic 
form. What followed was 'finishing'; a series of minor 
tasks which were designed to improve the appearance of the 
shoe. Soles and heels were pared and levelled, and the 
bottoms scoured and polished. 
Like lasters, the finishers used only small hand 
tools, mainly knives and polishing tools, which they owned 
themselves. Because the work was essentially cosmetic in 
nature, and because there were a number of separate 
processes to be performed on each shoe this work was also 
most often performed by outworkers who were paid 
piecerates. Finishers often employed their families, thus 
introducing a greater division of labour, as well as the 
spectre of sweating. 
In the earliest stages of the industry making 
(lasting, welting, sole attachment, and finishing) was the 
responsibility of one workman. Often the maker's wife and 
daughters did the closing, and sometimes the welt sewing 
was done by women but this was heavier work, and usually 
given to men. As well women and boys would do some of the 
finishing tasks - thus creating a family economy based on 
division of labour and domestic outwork. Only the clicking 
was outside this economy, being performed on the employer's 
premises and paid for at time rates. As Hobsbawm has 
pointed out the bootmaker's 
trade, though it extended over a very wide range 
of skill and specialization, remained 
sufficiently primitive in technology and division 
I'^Hobsbawm and Scott, p. 116. 
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of labour, and with a sufficiently homogeneous 
product to continue essentially as a single 
craft. There is no equivalent in it to the 
growing fragmentation of metalworking into 
specialized separate crafts 
The 1850s and 60s saw the basis of the domestic 
outwork system, in which production was divided into 
clicking, closing and making, apparently threatened by 
mechanisation. The first process to be successfully 
mechanised was the closing of uppers. The Singer sewing 
machine was first adapted for use on leather in the United 
States in 1852 and by 1855-6 was being marketed in England. 
By this time machine-sewn uppers were in general use in the 
American wholesale trade and it was this section of the 
industry in England that saw both the widespread adoption 
of machine closing and intense worker resistance to the 
change. The first machines were slow and not suitable for 
heavy boots; by 1857 however the machines had been 
improved, and adapted to use waxed thread making the 
machine sewing of nearly all leather uppers a 
possibility.^^ The machines were unpowered and treadle 
operated, well suited to an operation which required 'very 
frequent starting and stopping ... under the perfect 
control of the operator. 
Mechanisation was resisted by workers, who feared that 
"the introduction of machinery would mean inevitably the 
adoption of the factory system'.^^ In Stafford 250 
workers returned their lasts and went on tramp when faced 
with the introduction of machine sewing. In November 1857 
l^ibid. 
^^J.R. Commons, 'American Shoemakers, 1648-1895', p. 72, 
in Quarterly Journal of Economics, vol. 24, November 1909, 
pp. 30-84; Abbott, p. 164; Hoover, p. 162; Fox, A History 
of the NUBSO, pp. 13-14; and Church, 'Labour Supply and 
Innovation ...', p. 31. 
^"^Hoover, p. 166; only electric power, when it became 
available, allowed the same degree of control as treadle 
operation. lochurch, 'Labour Supply and Innovation ...', pp. 34-6. 
-91-
shoemakers in Northampton agreed ^to resist by all 
legitimate means the introduction of machinery into the 
manufacture of boots and shoes'. Machine closing threatened 
women's jobs; in America its immediate impact had been a 
drop both in the number of women employed in the shoe trade 
(although there was a rise in the number employed in 
factories) and a drop in the proportion of women in the 
trade as a whole.^^ 
Although the introduction of sewing machines for upper 
closing would impinge most directly on the jobs of women, 
it was the men who organised to resist their introduction 
fearing that the impact of factory working would reduce 
their control within the family and eventually require all 
workers to move into the factories.^^ In most cases hand 
closing work had been given out, not to the female closer, 
but to the male maker who then introduced a division of 
labour within his own family. In 1859 the owners of a 
Northampton factory tried to pre-empt much of the 
opposition to factory working. In their advertisements for 
factory workers they promised fixed hours of labour and the 
provision of female supervision for women and children who 
operated machinery. Married women were to be allowed the 
choice of outwork, while parental concern for the training 
of their children was addressed by the promise that 
apprenticeships would be permitted under the supervision of 
parents. Finally, the manufacturers promised that there 
would be no subdivision of labour, and that workmen would 
be able to elect their own overseers. The workmen's leaders 
made a public reply to this advertisement, urging 
bootmakers to oppose the ^enslavement and degradation' of 
the factory system. 
l^see Fox, A History of the NUBSO, p. 13; Abbott, p. 166. 
20church, ''Labour Supply and Innovation ...', p. 40. 
21lbid., p. 38. 
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In Northampton and Stafford worker opposition managed 
to delay the introduction of machine sewing, but workers 
elsewhere were not sufficiently organised to oppose it 
effectively. By 1859-60 machine sewn uppers were becoming 
general in the English wholesale trade. One result of 
workers' opposition in Northampton and Stafford was that 
much wholesale trade moved to Leicester where there was not 
a large craft-oriented labour force. Not only was the 
Liecester workforce less organised but, owing to the lack 
of a craft tradition of bootmaking and a consequent 
dependence on greater subdivision of labour, workers in 
Leicester had less of a stake in the maintenance of hand 
methods. Mainly as a result of the inventions which 
occurred in the 1850s and 60s Leicester was to become a 
very large centre of the English trade; boosted by the 
fight against machinery in the traditional centres.^^ 
Although the factory system feared by Northampton and 
Staffordshire bootmakers did not, in general, eventuate 
from the introduction of machine closing it did have the 
effect of subdividing closing into two functions - fitting, 
and machining. In some cases machinists were required to 
work in factories, but it was common to lease sewing 
machines to closers who continued to work at home.^^ In 
their opposition to the introduction of the machines 
workers had failed to recognise the ease with which treadle 
operated machinery could be accommodated into the outwork 
system. At the same time small firms specialising in the 
supply of machine-closed uppers to bespoke firms and 
wholesale manufacturers emerged. Where hand closers had 
prepared, fitted together and then sewn the various pieces 
of the cut upper the speed of machine closing required two 
fitters to prepare and position the pieces for each 
machinist. Machine closing and fitting (fitters were often 
22ibid., pp. 30, 41-44; and Fox, A History of the NUBSO, 
p. 13. ^3FOX, A Histor\^ of the NUBSO, p. 14. 
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young girls waiting their turn to become machinists) 
overwhelmingly became women's jobs; the early hostility of 
male closers to the machine, together with the 
identification that was made with women machinists in the 
textile and clothing trades ensured that machining and 
fitting became women's work.^'^ 
The pressure which eventually forced most bootmakers 
into factories came from mechanisation of the making 
process and, later, from the trade unions. This was 
preceded by changes in the work of clickers, and sole and 
rough-stuff cutters when treadle operated presses were 
imported from America in the late 1850s. These presses, 
unlike the closing machines, were what Commons has referred 
to as "aids to, not substitutes for, the skill of the 
journeyman.'The cutting of sole pieces and rough-stuff 
had moved into the workshops with the clickers, and cutters 
were paid time rates; in this sense machinery made little 
difference to the way work was organised. There was a 
tendency however for the use of cutting presses to result 
in splitting the job of the clicker into three separate 
functions: cutting of the upper leather, cutting of the 
rough-stuff for bottom lining, and the cutting of sole 
leather. This subdivision had already begun to occur in 
some of the larger manufactories but it became more common 
with the use of presses. Eventually the men who operated 
these machines came to be known as "pressmen', and the term 
"clicker' was used to refer only to the workmen who cut the 
uppers. 
Attempts to replace the difficult and time consuming 
work of welt-sewing began with the Napoleonic Wars at the 
beginning of the nineteenth century. The need to produce 
24ibid., pp. 13-14. 
25commons, p. 72; Fox, A History of the NUBSO, p. 14; 
Church, "Labour Supply and Innovation ...'/ p. 30 - the 
first presses were imported by manufacturers in Somerset 
and Leicester in 1858. 
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large quantities of boots quickly was met by a device 
invented to drive rivets 'through the sole, upper, and 
insole ... clenching the points on the inside of the boot 
This method fell into disuse after the Wars; it 
had not produced a satisfactory product (soldiers had 
complained that the rivets damaged their feet), and with 
the loss of this mass market there was little incentive to 
improve the m e t h o d . i n the 1830s rivetting was revived 
as a hand method but did not become widespread until the 
1860s. 
An iron plate was secured to the underside of the 
last, and rivets driven through holes in the sole 
previously pierced by the awl. The points of the 
rivets were clenched on the iron plate (later, 
iron lasts were used).^^ 
In 1853 a rivetting machine was patented to replace 
welt-sewing and hand rivetting; the machine pierced the 
sole and drove the rivets mechanically, and this proved to 
be a successful method of producing cheap shoes. It was 
adopted in places like Leeds and Kingswood where the 'need 
for a machine which could utilize unskilled labour in 
making boots and shoes was important Machine 
rivetting was tried in the Northamptonshire centres of the 
trade but the poor quality of the product meant that hand 
rivetting was preferred in many cases. In 1878 it was 
claimed that 
these machines have been ... abandoned because 
the English workman prefers to drive his rivet by 
hand, which he can do more quickly than the 
machine can ...^^ 
26pox, A History of the NUBSO, p. 14. 
2"7church, 'Labour Supply and Innovation p. 30; Fox, 
A History of the NUBSO, p. 14. 
^»Fox. A History of the NUBSO, p. 14. 
29Ibid., pp. 14-15; and Church, 'Labour Supply and 
Innovation ...', p. 30. 30cited in Fox, A History of the NUBSO, p. 15. 
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Rivetting could not produce boots with the same 
flexibility and strength as welted goods but, 
overwhelmingly, welting became confined to high guality 
products. Two other methods of attaching soles and uppers 
were developed - both enjoyed some use but neither of them 
achieved the widespread adoption that rivetting did. 
'Pegging' was introduced in 1847, a method by which small 
wooden pegs fastened the sole to the upper: this method was 
really only for cheap, heavy boots of the kind worn by 
'labourers, seamen and firemen'. Like rivetting, pegging 
could be done by hand or machine, but was more often done 
by hand. The other method, 'screwing', was a machine 
process developed in 1876.^^ 
The impact of these new methods was much greater than 
the introduction of machine closing or sole cutting presses 
had been because the introduction of machinery or 
subdivision into the making process brought the end of 
outwork for many workers. According to Fox the 
mechanisation or replacement of welt-sewing had a 
'revolutionary impact on the t r a d e p ^ r more than 
before making was broken up into separate categories. 
The lasting and hand-rivetting (or pegging) of 
sole and heel were done by one man (the 
rivetter), and the finishing by another 
(finisher). Where the rivetting (or pegging) was 
done by machine, the operating of the machine 
became a specialized function, and there emerged 
three classes: the 'laster', the machine 
operator, and the 'finisher'.^^ 
Fishing was still a hand process, and most finishers 
continued to work at home. Many of the lasters, however, 
were required to move into the factories so that their work 
31church, 'Labour Supply and Innovation ...', p. 30; Fox, 
A History of the NUBSO, p. 15. 
^^Fnx. A History of the NUBSO, p. 15. 
33ibid. 
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could be co-ordinated with that of the machines, and it was 
this movement of lasters and rivetters into the factories 
which signalled the end of outwork in the boot trade. 
Later in the 1860s the McKay sole-sewing machine (also 
known as the Blake sole-sewer) was introduced from America 
where it had been invented in 1859.^ "^  'The most critical 
invention of the period', this machine 
solved the problem of mechanizing the production 
of welted footwear, which, in comparison with 
rivetted and pegged footwear, was more pliable as 
well as cheaper.^^ 
The new process produced a better quality product than did 
rivetting (although not one which could compete with hand 
welted boots), and accelerated the movement of workers into 
factories. Again making was split into the three elements 
of lasting, sole attachment and finishing - and the need to 
ensure economic use of the machinery, and to co-ordinate 
the work of lasters with that of the sole-sewers who now 
began to replace rivetters, meant that lasters found it far 
more difficult to resist pressures to move into the 
factory. 
In the United States the Blake machines had been used 
as the basis for team systems which dispensed with trained 
bootmakers in favour of the employment of boys, women, and 
^^Church, 'Labour Supply and Innovation ...', p. 30; 
Abbott, p. 164, claims that this machine was not invented 
until 1862. 
35church, 'Labour Supply and Innovation ... , p. 30. 
36pox, A History of the NUBSO, pp. 15-16; Church, 'Labour 
Supply and Innovation ...', pp. 30-31: the Blake sole-sewer 
could sew 300 stitches per minute as compared to the 10-20 
stitches per minute of the hand sewer. 
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untrained men.^^ Fearing these consequences English 
bootmakers fought the introduction of machinery to the 
trade. Team systems were rarely employed in England during 
this period, but these machines had the major effect of 
introducing quality differentials into the factory 
wholesale trade. Both rivetting and hand sewing were still 
used, hand sewing extensively so. In 1912, there were still 
over one thousand people employed in the London hand-sewn 
trade.^^ Rivetting produced a fairly poor quality boot 
not really comparable with the machine sewn boots, whilst 
hand sewing produced a high quality, flexible and pliable 
boot which was able to maintain its place in the quality 
end of the market. The impact of the Blake or McKay machine 
was such that, in a very short time, the term "hand sewn' 
to describe boots and shoes was used entirely to 
differentiate between products welted by hand and those 
sewn on these machines: the original usage of the term to 
describe shoes with hand closed uppers was forgotten. 
By the 1870s the work experience of most British 
bootmakers bore little resemblance to that of the old 
cordwainers; in 1874 the rivetters and finishers seceded 
from the Amalgamated Cordwainers Association to form the 
National Union of Boot and Shoe Rivetters and Finishers. 
This union later extended its membership coverage and 
became the National Union of Boot and Shoe Operatives, 
representing all factory bootmakers. 
In Victoria the labour process had evolved in similar 
ways to the English trade. Graeme Davison has claimed that, 
before 1880, boot trade technology in Melbourne had not 
'^^ See J.H. Clapham, An Economic History of Modern 
Britain, 1932, vol. 2, p. 95; J.P. Hall, "The Knights of St 
Crispin in Massachusetts, 1869-1878', p. 163, in Journal of 
Economic History, vol. 18, no. 2, June 1958, pp. 161-175; 
B E. Hazard, The Organisation of the Boot and Shoe Industry 
iA Massachusetts before 1875, 1921, pp. 120-4; and Hoover, 
pp. 230-1. 
5«Calver, p. 288. 
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progressed beyond the level to be found in England in 1850. 
An 1868 description of the Collingwood Tannery and Boot 
Factory may show that this was not the case. The factory 
had begun manufacturing in 18 54, employing about twenty men 
and boys; by 1868 it employed approximately two hundred 
men, women and boys and paid a weekly wage bill of around 
£300. 
The mechanical appliances of steam and machinery 
for the manufacture of boots are ingenious, 
simple and curious ... A small central room is 
devoted to a diagonal engine of six horse power, 
which performs all the heavy labour of each 
department, by means of a main shaft, passing 
through the range of buildings ... In an 
adjoining room are a rolling machine, a pricking 
machine, and a sole-cutting eccentric press. The 
first is used for rolling sole leather, and saves 
a great deal of labour and time, by doing away 
with the old tedious process of beating out with 
hammer in hand. The sole-cutting machine is made 
in the form of a press, with moveable steel 
cutters of the various shapes and sizes required 
the operator can cut out four hundred pairs 
of soles per diem. The pricking machine is ... 
fixed against a bench, and worked by a pedal, 
like the ordinary sewing machines, and at an 
equal velocity, that this, at the rate of from 
1,000 to 2,000 holes per minute. A lad attends 
this machine ... Adjoining this is the ^factory' 
or chief department, where the various parts of 
the manufactures are put together ... eight 
benches, with places for twenty workmen at each. 
Next to these are two long benches, at which 
thirty six men are employed in rivetting upon 
iron rests and lasts of the same material. At the 
further side of the room there are twelve seats 
with complete tools and appliances for each, at 
which an equal number of workmen find full 
employment in the finishing operations to the 
boots, shoes and other articles manufactured. 
Next to this is the closing room, where fifty men 
and boys are engaged; and in an adjoining room, a 
niimber of women are at work with sewing machines, 
ten of which, both in and out of the factory, are 
kept in constant employment by the company ... 
there are eight men employed in the clicking 
room, and a number of other persons are engaged 
on the establishment, in various details of 
required labour, incidental to the extraneous 
demands of the manufactory ... The manufactured 
articles comprise every description of boots. 
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shoes, slippers, etc, and are exported to all the 
neighbouring colonies, besides being supplied to 
our chief markets.^^ 
Division of labour by age and gender was well developed, as 
was the division into the major processes of clicking, 
closing and making. Indeed the division of labour had 
proceeded well beyond this point to the extent that making 
had been subdivided into rivetting and finishing (and 
probably into lasting, rivetting and finishing although 
this is not entirely clear from the description). Both 
steam powered and treadle machinery was employed. 
The Victorian industry was, of course, far smaller 
than the English trade. English and American technology was 
both known and used in this Collingwood factory, but this 
business was exceptional and remained so for many years. It 
was, for instance, the only one of the sixteen boot 
factories listed by the Victorian Statistical Register for 
1868 to employ power of any sort, and in 1901 over 50 per 
cent of Victorian boot factories were still unpowered. ® 
It was also very much larger than the average factory, 
employing around 20 0 people compared with an average of 
about thirty-eight. A huge majority of bootmakers worked 
outside the factory system. In 1871 the Victorian Census 
showed that over 4 0 per cent of working male bootmakers in 
the colony lived in rural areas, in small towns, or on the 
goldfields; the others were spread through Victoria's 
cities, towns and boroughs. Factory workers accounted for 
only 1283 of the 4916 bootmakers listed by the Census. 
Clearly the employment experience of those men and women 
working at the Collingwood Tannery and Boot Factory was far 
from being the common one."^ ^ 
McLeod. Melbourne Factories, 1868, pp. 35-36. 
^Qvictorian Statistical Registers, 1868-1901. 
^^Victorian Census, 1861-1901; Victorian Statistical 
Register, 1868-1901. For a note on the value of these 
statistics see Appendix 1; note the discrepancy in the 
niimber of women in the trade - 188 in factories, but only 
109 in the trade as a whole according to the Census. 
- 1 0 0 -
But despite its being so much smaller the Victorian 
bootmaking trade underwent much the same transitions as had 
occurred in Britain; especially with respect to the shift 
to factory production. Outwork continued in many areas of 
the trade but it was on the decline. Women working as 
machine closers sometimes worked in the factories although 
others used leased sewing machines in their own homes, Hand 
closing continued, although it employed only a few men and 
women. There was at least one firm, in Wellington Street, 
Collingwood, which specialised in the supply of closed 
uppers, some done by hand, to the rapidly expanding 
Collingwood i n d u s t r y . whilst clickers and rough stuff 
cutters worked in the factories, finishers could not be 
accommodated because they took up too much space, annoying 
other workers because 'they always have gas burning 
The situation of lasters varied, depending on whether or 
not manufacturers had adopted rivetting as their method of 
sole attachment. Where rivetting was used lasters (or 
putters-up as they were known in this country) usually 
worked inside. 
The earliest factories were started in the 1850s, the 
first by Graham and Sons at Ballarat in 1855, and the first 
Melbourne factory by Daniel Bedggood at Jolimont in 1858, 
only a few years after the invention of the closing 
m a c h i n e . I n a survey of the Melbourne boot and shoe 
trade in August 1864 the Argus mentioned two factories 
using machinery. One manufacturer had begun in May 1854 in 
Smith Street, Collingwood with the laudable purpose, 
according to the Argus, of introducing 
42b. Barrett, The Inner Suburbs; the evolution of an 
industrial area, 1971, p. 98. For a note on the 
localisation of the industry in Collingwood and Fitzroy see 
P.J. Rimmer, 'The Boot and Shoe Industry in Melbourne', p. 
213, in Australian Geographer, vol. 10, 1968, pp. 370-381. 
"^^G.J.R. Linge, Industrial Awakening: A Geography of 
Australian Manufacturing 1788-1890, 1979, p. 285. 
^"^Rimmer, p. 381. ~~ 
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capital and system into the trade ... [and] with 
the intention of turning to account the labour of 
the numerous lads who are growing up in and about 
the city without trade or calling ... At present 
there are twelve men on the premises each of whom 
has three lads under him learning bootmaking; 
while fifteen boys, with an instructor, are 
occupied with ^closing' work. The boys (who are 
apprenticed for a term of four years) receive a 
graduated scale of wages commencing with 5s. per 
week for the first year, and terminating with £1 
per week for the last ... They are learning their 
trade on ^strong work', but as they become 
proficient they will be employed on higher 
classes of goods. Closing machinery for this 
purpose is to be obtained without delay; and the 
proprietor intends not only to largely increase 
the number of the lads, but to employ women in 
the lighter branches of the trade ... A second 
establishment, in which machinery is largely 
employed, is in full operation in the Gardiner's 
Creek-road 
Sewing machines were expensive and had to be imported 
from England or America. Their progress was slower in 
Victoria than it had been in the large centres in England; 
and hand closing continued into the eighties in some small 
firms. By the mid 1870s, though, most of the large 
manufacturers had mechanised the closing process, and even 
the smaller manufacturers were, if not able to buy their 
own machines, able to purchase machine closed uppers from 
specialist firms. 
By 1876 most of the machinery in use in the English 
boot trade had been introduced to Victoria, even if only to 
one or two factories. Sole presses and leather rolling 
machines were in use in some factories although the rolling 
machines were nearly all confined to the few powered 
factories. Sole cutting presses were often treadle operated 
and were therefore more widespread. Welt sewing had, in 
some cases, been overtaken by rivetting as a method of sole 
'^^Argus, 5 August 1864, p. 6., 'The Condition of Labour', 
No. XV, Boot and Shoemakers. 
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attachment but this was suitable only for cheaper boots. 
For other kinds of work welt sewing by hand remained the 
predominant method until the introduction, in 1876, of the 
first Blake sole-sewer.^^ Blake machines were even more 
expensive than sewing machines and, unlike them, they 
attracted customs duty at a rate of 25 per cent. 
Nevertheless they had become sufficiently widespread by 
1883 for the union's piece-rate list to incorporate a price 
for machine sewn work.'^ '^  
By the time the Victorian Operative Bootmakers' Union 
was formed in 1879 bootmaking in the colony was well 
established as a factory trade. Mechanisation had virtually 
overtaken the closing process and women were largely 
employed on that job. Sole presses and leather rolling 
machines had taken some functions from the clickers, 
especially in the larger factories; in smaller 
establishments the sole cutting was sometimes given to 
another workman to perform by hand. In very small shops one 
man was often still responsible for producing the entire 
boot - from clicking to finishing. Welt sewing had been 
replaced by rivetting and pegging in many cases, and was 
mechanised when the Blake sole-sewer was introduced in 
1876. Lasting and finishing, like clicking, remained 
entirely hand processes. 
The work processes of the men and women working within 
the factory system differed according to the class of work 
they found themselves in. One important difference was 
whether workers were employed in the factory or as 
outworkers. Clickers, sole and rough-stuff cutters were 
indoor workers, as were many machine closers and fitters. 
The lasters and rivetters were being gradually brought 
inside, and this was inevitable where welt sewing had been 
Davison, The Rise and Fall of Marvellous Melbourne, 
1978, p. 47. 
'^^ 1883 Royal Commission on the Tariff, Minutes of 
Evidence, pp. 202, 338. 
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mechanised. The majority of finishers, on the other hand, 
remained outworkers well into the 1880s. Further 
differences existed in the method of payment. The 
traditional indoor workers (clickers, rough-stuff men and, 
usually, machinists) were paid time wages, as were 
apprentices. Lasters and finishers were paid by the piece; 
new classes of workers, created by mechanisation and 
greater subdivision of labour, were paid sometimes by the 
piece, sometimes by time. Rivetters were generally paid by 
the piece, whilst men working the sole sewing machines got 
piece wages when they could; many employers enforced time 
wages. 
The different work experiences of the factory and home 
workers, reinforced by different methods of payment, were 
accompanied by status differences which were legitimated by 
skill hierarchies. The clickers were at the top of this 
hierarchy. Referring to them as an aristocracy within the 
trade Alan Fox says of British clickers that they were 
closer 
in contact and sympathies to the employer than to 
the workers in other departments ... [and] were 
the source from which many employers were 
recruited. 
In a classical labour aristocracy subordinationist analysis 
Fox goes on to suggest that the 'implications for trade 
union organisation are o b v i o u s T h e clickers' status 
was boosted by the fact that there were relatively few of 
them; of two hundred people employed by the Collingwood 
Tannery and Boot Factory there were only eight in the 
clicking room. The rough-stuff and sole cutters were 
considered unskilled and were paid accordingly. 
Nevertheless they generally received more than the women 
48fox, a History of the NUBSO, p. 21. 
Ibid. Victorian bootmakers who served apprenticeships 
in the 19 30s and 40s remember the clickers coming to work 
in coats and ties, dress which clearly marked them off from 
the other workers in the factories. 
-104-
and girls working as machinists and fitters. Although 
Victorian employers periodically experienced great 
difficulty in obtaining sufficient trained machinists and 
were willing to pay quite high wages, this does not seem to 
have improved women's status in the industry; women were 
trapped, by societal expectations of femininity and the 
traditional family structure, in the category of the 
unskilled.^® The lasters and finishers had been both 
outworkers and pieceworkers, and the lasters, in 
particular, were considered to be skilled workers. Their 
experiences of these two systems contributed to the 
formation of attitudes which provided the basic 
underpinning of union policy into the 1890s. 
50see for instance the 1889 Report of the Factories 
Inspector; also note his comment that ^the ^factory 
workgirl' would appear to be a difficult person to deal 
with; and whilst she may be sometimes imposed on by a hard 
or unscrupulous employer, she is, as a rule, able to take 
care of herself. The first female Factory Inspector was 
appointed in 1893. See also A.M. Lynzaat, 'Respectability 
and the Outworker: Victorian Factory Acts 1885-1903', in J. 
Mackinolty and H. Radi (eds). In Pursuit of Justice; 
Australian Women and the Law 1788-1979, 1979. 
CHAPTER 4 
The Independence of Skill: 
VOBU policy 1879 - 1895 
This chapter looks at the importance of ideas about 
skill and craft in the policy foirmation of the early VOBU. 
As Hagan and Fisher have shown it is essential that union 
policy and behaviour be considered in relation to the work 
performed by unionists, the organisation of that work, and 
the means of payment for work.^ Three major issues in 
bootmaking unionism will be discussed: apprenticeship and 
boy labour; the move to indoor working; and the fight over 
piecerates. Further mechanisation of making and finishing 
began to be an important issue early in the 1890s. It will 
be touched upon here but the following chapter will deal 
with it more closely in a study of the union's responses to 
stress. 
Apprenticeship 
For many years skilled status conferred through the 
service of an apprenticeship was necessary before a man was 
eligible for VOBU membership, and this rendered a large 
niimber of boot trade workers ineligible. Union members 
believed that only apprenticeship turned out properly 
qualified journeymen, men who were ^understood to be able 
to do any class of work in the establishment.'^ William 
Trenwith, the union's first president, told an inquiry in 
Ij. Hagan and C. Fisher, 'Piecework and some of its 
consequences in the printing and coal mining industries in 
Australia, 1850-1930', p. 39, in Labour History, 1973, vol. 
25, pp. 19-39. 
2c. Walton, Secretary of the VOBU, to the 1884 Royal 
Commission on Employees in Shops, First Report, Minutes of 
Evidence, p. 76, in Victorian Parliamentary Papers, 1884, 
vol. 2, no. 18. 
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1883 that 
we only take men - we do not take boys. If they 
are not full journeymen at work we do not have 
them upon our books.^ 
Membership was restricted to finishers and putters-up. Boys 
serving apprenticeships were not eligible until they were 
released from their indentures (if they joined immediately 
the joining fee was waived), and foremen were permitted to 
join, and to receive strike pay during disputes, but were 
forbidden to hold office or attend meetings.^ After 1884 
outworkers were not admitted to membership. Women were not 
permitted to join. 
In October 1882, three years after its formation, the 
VOBU began to make efforts to broaden its membership, 
although the reguirement for apprenticeship continued. The 
Secretary was instructed ^to advertise for a meeting of 
Clickers, Closers, Blockers and Stuffcutters.'^ In June 
1884 a meeting of these sections of the trade was called 
with the object of having these workmen join the VOBU, and 
a number apparently did so.^ Attempts to broaden the 
membership continued throughout the eighties, but the union 
remained predominantly an association of putters-up and 
finishers, and policy continued to reflect the interests of 
those members. When new rules were submitted to the 
membership in 1886, the third point was 
^1883 Royal Commission on the Tariff, Minutes of 
Evidence, p. 331, in Victorian Parliamentary Papers, 1883, 
vol. 4, no. 50, 2nd session. 
^Victorian Operative Bootmakers Union, Minutes of the 
General Meetings, 9 October 1882, 24 April 1883 and 27 July 
1885. 
^Ibid., 9 October 1882; the term 'closers' referred to 
men working by hand, not to female machinists, 
^ibid., 2 and 9 June 1884. 
There can have been very little incentive, really, for 
other workers to join the VOBU - the issues with which it 
was most concerned (apprenticeship, outwork and piece 
rates) had little or no relevance to other workers in the 
industry. 
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that this society shall consist of an unlimited 
number of putters-up and finishers. Closers, 
Clickers, Roughstuff Cutters and blockers.^ 
But so dominant was the members' view of their union as an 
organisation of putters-up and finishers that, in 1891, 
when a stuff cutter wished to know if he was eligible to 
join the VOBU, the General Meeting referred the question to 
the Management Committee. The Management Committee did not 
address the question of eligibility, only stating that, 
whilst it saw no advantage in a few stuffcutters joining 
the VOBU, it would provide assistance if the stuffcutters 
wished to organise themselves.^ 
Membership restrictions were designed to ensure that 
men who joined the union were free to act independently; in 
their work, and in their relations with others at work. 
They should not be bound by conflicting loyalties or 
restraints as, for example, foremen and apprentices might 
be. But the basis of the membership system was the 
requirement that prospective members hold journeymen 
status, a status without which there could be no 
independence. That requirement was threatened in the 1880s 
by the abuse of apprenticeship in the trade. Even boys who 
were called apprentices were rarely indentured and were 
generally taught only a small part of the trade. 
Unionists complained to the 1883 Royal Commission on 
the Tariff that the employment of excessive numbers of boys 
prevented both journeymen and apprentices from exercising 
their independence as skilled workmen. They claimed that 
they 
^VOBU Proposed Rules for Registration, 17 August 1886. 
These rules were drawn up in order to obtain registration 
under the Victorian Trade Unions Act, but the registration 
was never formally sought. 
^VOBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 28 September 1891; 
and VOBU Minutes of the Meetings of the Management 
Committee, 24 October 1891. 
- 1 0 8 -
would not object to manufacturers employing a 
certain number of children as apprentices, in 
proportion to the number of journeymen; but as a 
rule they do not take apprentices.^^ 
The VOBU wished to see apprenticeship regulated by the 
Factories Act, but the Royal Commission recommendations 
supported "a more vigilant and stringent enforcement of the 
compulsory clauses of the Education Act', together with an 
amended Factories Act.^^ 
The manufacturers' evidence largely supported union 
claims that apprenticeship was abused and falling into 
decay. The situation was probably not as bad as in the 
clothing trades, however, where ^apprentices' often worked 
for many months without pay. There were boot manufacturers 
who apprenticed all their junior employees, and in some of 
those factories boys would be taught a trade - albeit 
finishing or lasting rather than the complete craft.^^ 
James Wynne told the Commission that 30 of his 58 junior 
employees were apprenticed, the girls for three years and 
the boys for between four and six years.^^ But more 
common were those like Hugh Thomson, manager of the 
Collingwood Tannery and Boot Factory, who had not taken an 
apprentice in the last ten years. William Long - perhaps 
significantly, one of the few boot manufacturers who had 
not been a bootmaker himself - was very forthright: 
I would not keep boys about the place if I were 
not compelled to do it ... I do not care for boys 
at all, and I would not take an apprentice for 
any consideration, for we have great difficulty 
in keeping them. As soon as they are useful they 
go off to some other factory, and unless you 
constantly bring them up before the police court 
you cannot keep them.^ "^  
l^Royal Commission on the Tariff, 1883, Report, p. xviii. 
Hjbid. , p. Ixxx. 
l^ibid.. Minutes of Evidence, p. 217; Robert Hurst 
claimed that his employees under eighteen were either 
apprenticed or just out of their time. 
I'ibid., pp. 239, 244. 
l^ibid., p. 338. 
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Although union witnesses deplored the lack of training 
for boys they seemed to know very little about the actual 
conditions under which the boys were employed. Asked 
whether the union imposed any limit on the number of 
apprentices, William Trenwith replied 
No; so far we have not been able to limit it. We 
hope to be able to make a rule to limit it. We 
would make a rule if we could, that no boy should 
work at the trade who was not an apprentice; in 
justice to himself and in justice to the trade he 
should learn his trade.^^ 
But he knew almost nothing about the apprentices then in 
the factories. He could not tell the Commission what wages 
they received, or at what age they generally commenced 
employment. Signs of tension over the definitions of skill 
and journeyman status in a subdivided industry, are 
apparent in Trenwith's evidence to the Royal Commission. 
After some discussion of his own apprenticeship, during 
which he said that he had been trained as an all-round 
journeyman, able to 'sit down and make a pair of boots', he 
claimed that only five in a thousand men working in the 
trade were real bootmakers.^^ 
Of course I would like to qualify that; that is, 
in the strictest sense, bootmakers - a man who 
could go up country and take a seat at work. The 
most are absolutely obliged to remain in the 
large centres, because they must work at a branch 
and cannot start business for themselves. 
When asked to comment on the subdivision of labour in some 
factories he replied that 'That is scarcely bootmaking at 
all, that is labouring work.'^^ 
l^ibid., p. 336. 
l^ibid., p, 336. 
I'^lbid., p. 104. 
ISibid., p. 100. 
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The Trades Hall Council also gave evidence before the 
Royal Commission; its submission proposed a system of 
compulsory apprenticeship for all youths over the age of 
fourteen after they had served a three month probationary 
period. The minimum period of apprenticeship was to be five 
years, and employers were to be compelled to teach their 
apprentices a trade. The Commissioners did not recommend 
adoption of compulsory apprenticeship but did suggest that 
limitations should be placed on apprentice nimbers, in a 
ratio of one to every five journeymen. As well, all 
apprentices should be legally indentured, with employers 
compelled to teach 'the several branches of their trade or 
b u s i n e s s . T h e resulting Factories and Shops Act of 
1885 lowered the number of persons defining a factory from 
ten to six, a number with was to include apprentices, but 
otherwise did not change the situation of apprentices nor 
do anything to bolster the failing system of 
apprenticeship. 
VOBU members supported the efforts of the Trades Hall 
Council to gain legal regulation of apprenticeship and, at 
the same time, conducted a vigorous campaign to enforce 
their own restrictions and limitations within their trade. 
Attempts were made to achieve restrictions, initially by 
negotiation with employers - in October 1883 the Committee 
set up to negotiate the first log of prices reported 
agreement with the employers' committee on apprentice 
restrictions. It is likely that the figure set was the same 
as that sought by the THC, one apprentice to five 
journeymen.In November the union sought to restrict 
the number of boys employed by its own members; all 
finishers employing more than one boy were to discharge one 
of them. It is probable that the intent of this motion was 
that no finisher should employ more than one boy, a 
15i884 Royal Commission on Employees in Shops, Report, 
1. ix-x. 
VOBU Minutes of the General Meetings, 2 October 1883. 
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restriction designed more to restrict outwork and sweating 
than to enforce apprenticeship regulations.^^ 
Disputes over the employment of apprentices and 
improvers (unindentured boys) were common during the 1880s. 
When such a dispute occurred in June 18 84 the employer met 
union delegates with an offer to produce the boys' 
indentures. This suggests that the VOBU may have applied 
different employment ratios according to whether or not the 
boys were legally a p p r e n t i c e d . T h r e e months later VOBU 
members agreed that no journeyman should teach more than 
one boy at a time.23 The following week two delegates 
were appointed to the Trades Hall Council conference about 
improvers and boys.24 The improver system was, in some 
cases, a means of avoiding apprenticeship - boys were 
employed as improvers and the legal constraints of an 
apprenticeship indenture did not apply. Sometimes 
apprentices became improvers when they had finished their 
time - indicating that their apprenticeship training had 
not rendered them competent journeymen. At other times 
improvership was a means of keeping workers on weekly wages 
rather than promoting them to the piece rates of a 
journeyman. Not surprisingly, the VOBU was opposed to the 
improver system. 
The importance of apprenticeship to union members is 
clear in the prominence its regulation received when new 
rules were drawn up in 1885-6. Control of apprenticeship 
was listed as a major object of the union and regulations 
governed the number of apprentices allowed, their ages, and 
the duration of the apprenticeship. Clause (b), "That all 
boys working in factories at putting-up or finishing, be 
apprenticed to the employer', was designed to ensure both 
compulsory apprenticeship and the prevention of 
21lbid., 19 November 1883. 
22ibid., 16 June 1884. 
23ibid., 15 September 1884. 
24ibid., 22 September 1884. 
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s u b - c o n t r a c t i n g . N o r m a l l y , the V O B U demanded that its 
members be paid piecerates but apprenticeship was 
considered sufficiently important for the union to 
countenance payment of weekly wages to one man in every 
five in order that they might teach apprentices.^^ 
Piecework 
Although union rules had always allowed payment of 
weekly wages to journeymen teaching apprentices, uproar was 
the result when it was suggested in 1884 that the union 
should allow its members generally to accept weekly wages, 
provided that certain conditions were met. A large majority 
of the members present at the meeting agreed that the union 
should adhere strictly to its statement of piece rates, and 
that 
any departure from it in the direction proposed 
will be inimical to the best interests of the 
operatives and lead to a reduction of wages and 
destroy their independence.^^ 
Many employers in the industry had been pressing for years 
for the acceptance of weekly wages; over the next ten years 
those pressures increased considerably as work was both 
subdivided and mechanised. In this section VOBU attitudes 
to piecework and independence are discussed. In the 
following chapter the ways in which those attitudes were 
modified by direct government intervention in wage fixing 
is considered. 
I have always thought of piecework in terms of two 
second work cycles, unattainable quotas, and low pay rates. 
When Marianne Herzog, for example, described her 
experiences of piecework there was no suggestion of the 
25v0BU, Proposed Rules for Registration, 17 August 1886, 
Rule XXX. 
26V0BU Minutes of the General Meeting, 7 November 1884. 
27ibid., 14 July 1884. 
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'sense of liberty, independence, and self-control of the 
labourers' which, Marx asserted, tended to be created by 
piecework, nor the 'freedom from minute supervision which 
it g i v e s , R a t h e r , her descriptions supported Marx's 
other claim, that 'piece wage is the form of wages most in 
harmony with the capitalist mode of production Yet 
it was precisely the independence and freedom of piecework 
which bootmakers fought for in its retention. 
Some historians have emphasised the benefits to 
workers in piecework systems over which they were able to 
exercise some control. Eric Hobsbawm, for example, claimed 
that the piecerate represented 'a degenerate form' of the 
price that would previously have been received by an 
independent craftsman for his product.^® Piece payment 
could provide an opportunity for "non-economic 
satisfactions, such as independence of supervision, 
dignified treatment, and mobility'. Many skilled workers, 
according to Hobsbawm, would accept these 'non-economic' 
benefits as some of the extra price to which they were 
entitled over their unskilled workmates and assistants. 
Trade union attitudes to piecework, and its effects on 
union members, have also received some attention. Hagan and 
Fisher, in their work on Australian printing and coal 
mining unions, emphasized that the pieceworker's job 'both 
encouraged and demanded a vigorous independence of 
others'.^^ They point out that 'workers seeking to 
maximise their earnings frequently did so at the expense of 
their fellow workers', and that piecework sometimes 
diminished union or working class loyalty and 
28K. Marx, Capital, vol. 1 , 1 8 6 7 , p . 5 2 0 ; S.A. Slichter, 
Union Policies and Industrial Management, 1 9 4 1 , p . 2 9 5 . 
^^Marx, p"! 5 2 1 , ; M. Herzoo. From Hand to Mouth; Women and 
Piecework, 1 9 8 0 . 
JUe.J. Hobsbawm, 'Custom, Wages and Work-load in 
Nineteenth Century Industry', in E.J. Hobsbawm (ed. )«, 
T.abouring Men, 1 9 6 4 , p . 3 5 3 . 
•^ •••Hagan and Fisher, p . 23 . 
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solidarity.Most trade unions wanted nothing to do with 
piecework, 'the most fruitful source of reductions of wages 
and capitalistic c h e a t i n g a n d insisted that their 
members be paid weekly wages. Child suggested that 
only a very strong union, confident that it could 
exercise a considerable degree of control, would 
countenance general piecework.^^ 
In Australia time rates were standard in the 1880s, and 
workers generally did not want to work for p i e c e r a t e s . 
In the United States, the boot manufacturers were 
attempting to force workers to shift from weekly wages to 
piecework, but 'the unions resisted in order to protect the 
wage levels of day w o r k e r s . W h y , then, did VOBU 
members fight so hard to retain piecework in their trade? 
VOBU members saw considerable benefits in the 
maintenance of the piecework system; a system which bore no 
relationship to two second work cycles and production 
quotas. The piecework they worked under was not simply the 
resulting remnant of commodity prices paid to independent 
producers. It was also a result of the widespread use which 
had been made of a domestic outwork system in the trade. 
Like piecework, and because it had grown out of that 
system, outwork had also offered workers a degree of 
independence. It is ironic that the VOBU's attempts to 
maintain and defend piecerates were dependent on the 
abolition of outwork. 
It was not the kind of piecework system that is common 
32ibid. 
3%arx, p. 518. 
'^^ J. Child, Unionism and the Labor Movement, 1971, p. 38. 
^^E.C. Fry, 'The Condition of the Urban Wage Earning 
Class in Australia in the 1880s', p. 298, PhD thesis, ANU, 
1956 . 
^^M.H. Dodd, 'Marlboro, Massachusetts and the 
Shoeworkers' Strike of 1898-99', p. 385, in Labor History 
(NY), 1979, vol. 20, no. 3, pp. 376-97. 
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today, where a guaranteed minimum wage is augmented for 
production levels over a predetermined minimum. The 
guaranteed wage is low thus providing the necessary 
'incentive' for workers to produce more than the quota, 
which is set high: if the work changes, or if workers are 
beginning to earn too much, the system will be 
recalibrated, thus forcing wages down and the intensity of 
work up. VOBU members worked, instead, on a flat rate 
system of payment by the piece. There were no minimum wages 
in this system but neither were there required levels of 
production. As a result pieceworkers in the factories 
simply came and went as they pleased, working the hours 
which suited them and regulating their output to achieve a 
desired weekly wage. 
The independence which piecework gave to VOBU members 
was the independence of the artisan; piecework was seen as 
distinctive of journeymen, serving as a line separating 
skilled workers from those classified as unskilled. 
Stuffcutters, apprentices, improvers and women were all 
paid weekly wages; so were clickers, whose skilled status 
was never denied. Eric Hobsbawm has discussed the meaning 
and importance of independence to the skilled worker. He 
points out that 'craft' or 'the trade' came to imply the 
'right to independence, respect and a decent livelihood 
'31 
• • 
For VOBU members, who considered themselves skilled 
workers, payment by the piece made available a degree of 
independence even within the factory system; the 
independence to choose when and how hard to work. Union 
insistence on apprenticeship and membership restriction, 
was also designed to protect members' independence. One 
form of independence, the ability to 'go up country and 
take a seat at work', had already been lost by most of the 
^'^E.J. Hobsbawm, 'Artisans and Labour Aristocrats', p. 
259, in E.J. Hobsbawm, (ed.). Worlds of Labour; Further 
Studies in the History of Labour, 1984, pp. 252-272. 
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men in the trade.^^ As Gartman has pointed out this is a 
coiTunon phenomenon, and not accidental. 
The division of labor even leaves workers 
powerless to resist capitalist exploitation by 
quitting the factory for independent employment. 
Unlike the craftsman, the detail labourer cannot 
independently produce commodities for sale. His 
or her detail labor is useful only within the 
context of the social organization of labor in 
the capitalist workshop.^^ 
VOBU members were engaged in a struggle to maintain their 
independence within the context of that social organisation 
of labour. Distinctions between the craftsman and the 
detail labourer became more important throughout the 1880s 
and 90s, and resulted in the kinds of tension apparent in 
Trenwith's statement that subdivided work was 'scarcely 
bootmaking at all 
Although the maintenance of piecework is not mentioned 
among the aims of the union in the 1886 rules the 'uniform 
rate of wages' it wished to bring about was framed as a 
statement of acceptable piece rates. No copies of price 
lists have survived from this period and it is difficult to 
know on what basis 'acceptable' rates were determined. The 
union's first such list was presented to employers in 1882; 
William Trenwith later claimed that 'every item ... was 
lower than was being paid at the time by some 
employers.'^^ 
3^1884 Royal Commission of Employees in Shops, Minutes of 
Evidence, p. 100. 
^^D. Gartman, 'Marx and the Labor Process: an 
Interpretation', p. 104, in Work and Labor, D. Clark et al 
(eds), a special issue of The Insurgent Sociologist, vol. 
viii, nos 2 & 3, Fall 1978, pp. 97-108. 
4^1884 Royal Commission on Employees in Shops, Minutes of 
Evidence, p. 100. 
"^ Isee Trenwith's account in J. Norton (ed).. The History 
of Capital and Labour in all Lands and Ages, 1888, pp. 
158-61. As an example of the detail and minute 
differentiations which such price lists embodied see the 
'Statement for Lasting and Finishing the British Army Ankle 
Boot', for Northampton, 1916, reproduced in Cole, The 
Payment of Wages, 1918, pp. 143-4. 
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Employer attempts to introduce weekly wages caused a 
number of disputes and, in 1884, the formation of a small 
rival union. The VOBU's secretary, William Trenwith, told a 
meeting that Creaney's shop were on strike 
in consequence of having introduced the weekly 
wage in its entirety and working under the 
auspices of the so-called Eight Hours 
Association. 
It appears that the Bootmakers' Eight Hours Association was 
confined to this one factory; after a dispute with VOBU 
members Creaney had hired new workmen, none of whom were 
union members. Shortly afterwards the men formed themselves 
into the Bootmakers' Eight Hours Association, which 
differed from the VOBU in that it allowed its members to 
work overtime, and to accept weekly wages.Godfrey 
Linge claims that the new society also allowed outwork, a 
plausible suggestion in the light of John Bedggood's charge 
that Trenwith had deliberately brought about a major 
dispute over outwork in order to gain Trades Hall Council 
support for his fight with the Eight Hours Association.^^ 
Other unions were formed in the boot trade in the 
later 1880s and 1890s but, unlike the Bootmakers' Eight 
Hours Association, they did not compete with the VOBU for 
membership. By 1889 a Clickers Union was in existence. 
Information was exchanged between the two unions with 
regard to disputes and strikes, and some joint social 
gatherings were held. The two unions marched together in 
one of the Eight Hour Day processions.'^^ During the early 
"^ V^OBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 25 February, 27 
March, 19 June and 17 July 1883. 
43r. T .R. Linge, Industrial Awakening; A Geography of 
Australian Manufacturing 1788-1890, 1979, p. 290. 
"^ "^ Ibid.; John Bedggood, Letter, Arg^, 22 November 1884. 
'^ V^OBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 22 July 1899, 17 
November 189 0 and 28 March 1892. 
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1890s women in the trade also attempted to form a union. 
The vast majority of these women were machinists and 
fitters, some of whom were still employed as outworkers. 
There was also a Bespoke Bootmakers Society, affiliated to 
the Trades Hall Council for the period 1893-5.^° 
Apparently the notion that membership should be demarcated 
by the division of labour was acceptable to each of these 
unions. 
Victorian employers' attempts to force their 
putters-up and finishers onto weekly wages were motivated 
by a need to control output and to be able to ensure a 
regular flow of work. Hence, when the men at Creaney's 
factory struck against his attempt to introduce weekly 
wages and were quickly replaced by workers who formed the 
Bootmakers Eight Hours Association the VOBU was 
understandably suspicious of the new organisation, and 
asked the Trades Hall Council to declare that it 'was not a 
bonafide trade society, but was merely got up to defeat the 
ends of the U n i o n . T h e motion was lost by a tied vote, 
the Council instead recommending that the two unions should 
amalgamate.Amalgamation was discussed by VOBU members 
who eventually voted in its favour on the following terms: 
weekly wages would be allowed provided that no man received 
less than 9/- per eight hour day, all work was to be done 
on the employers' premises, piecework was to be paid for at 
statement prices, restrictions on the numbers of boys 
employed were to be observed, and no man was to be 
permitted to teach more than one boy at any time.^^ 
Amalgamation was never proceeded with, however, and the 
Eight Hours Association was not heard of after 1885. 
^^Government Statist, Annual Reports on Trade Unions, 
1893, 1894, 1895. 
"^ "^ Linge, p. 290; J. Creaney, the owner of this factory, 
was a leading member of the Boot Manufacturers Association 
and, in 1883, was one of a number of employers to 
deliberately default on an agreement between that society 
and the VOBU. 
Argus, 1 November 1884, p. 10. 
"^ v^OBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 15 and 22 
September 1884. 
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Throughout the eighties and nineties Victorian boot 
manufacturers complained that the independence of their 
workers denied employers control over their factories. In 
1883 John Bedggood, one of the colony's major boot 
manufacturers, had complained that his employees in 
Melbourne did not work as constantly as men in Sydney. He 
explained that, although the machinery in his factory was 
run for set hours every day, the men employed on piecerates 
were free to work their own hours. Sporadic attempts 
were made to force men on to weekly wages, but it was not 
until the early 1890s that employers began to succeed in 
this. It was uneconomic to allow machinery to stand idle, 
yet this often resulted from the payment of piece rates. In 
1895 John Bedggood again complained that men working on 
piece rates simply came and went as they pleased.^^ His 
factory concentrated on high quality work, and the higher 
piece rates allowed men to earn between £ 3 and £ 5 per week 
by working only five or six hours a day. Weekly wage 
earners were required to work a forty-eight hour week, but, 
Bedggood claimed, the men on piece rates did not average 
six hours a day.^^ 
And despite claims to the contrary similar problems 
existed in both New South Wales and Britain. In 189 2 the 
New South Wales Government Statist wrote that 
it is generally possible for industrious and 
capable workmen in these classes [finishing and 
making] to earn very good wages, but the general 
50i883 Royal Commission on the Tariff, Minutes of 
Evidence, p. 209. 
51g. Davison, The Rise and Fall of Marvellous Melbourne, 
1978, p. 67; VOBU Minutes of the General Meetings, 27 June 
189 2, 27 November 1893. 
52inquiry into the Effect of the Fiscal System of 
Victoria upon Industry and Production ..., in Victorian 
Parliamentary Papers, 1894, vol. 2, no. 37, pp. 286-8; 
Factories Act Inquiry Board, Minutes of Evidence and 
Appendices, in Victorian Parliamentary Papers, 1895-6, vol. 
3, no. 44, p. 56. 
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average is diminished by the lack of steady 
perserverance and sobriety too frequently 
characteristic of workers in this trade.^^ 
Nor was this a new, or specifically Australian, phenomenon. 
British lasters and finishers in the 1850s and 60s were the 
only piece workers in the industry, and 
frequently exhibited an independence, a 
waywardness and a recklessness which led 
respectable burgesses to shake their heads and 
sigh heavily for the British workman. 
There too the situation persisted until at least the mid 
1880s. Brooker has shown that workers responses to 
industrialisation in the Northamptonshire boot trade varied 
significantly according to whether they were piece or day 
workers. Despite the early mechanisation of some processes 
and the subdivision of labour many workers had retained the 
traditional freedoms of piecework. With increasing 
mechanisation, boot trade employers everywhere sought to 
take control of production processes and productivity 
levels from their piece workers, and to impose requirements 
of attendance and output on them. An article in the British 
Boot and Shoe Trades Journal of May 1885 complained that 
there seems to be no control over rivetters and 
finishers, either indoor or outdoor workers, as 
to how much they shall do, or how long they shall 
work. They appear to have every license to do as 
they like, while on the other hand, the clickers 
and other hands must expect summary dismissal if 
they are not at their work regularly and turn out 
so much per week.^^ 
53NSW Government Statists Report, 1892, p. 78. 
^^A. Fox, A History of the National Union of Boot and 
Shoe Operatives, 1874-1957, 1958, p. 22. 
^^Cited in K. Brooker, 'The Northampton Shoemakers 
Reaction to Industrialisation: Some Thoughts', in 
Northamptonshire Past and Present, 1980, vol. 6, no. 3, p. 
153. 
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Some employers attempted to overcome these problems 
within a piecework system. John Bedggood told the Factories 
Act Inquiry Board in 1895 that in some factories attendance 
was imposed on employees by a task system which specified 
work quotas to be achieved each day or each week.^^ 
Brooker claims that attempts to keep piece workers on the 
premises by locking factory doors were not uncommon in 
Northampton.^"^ The control which workers exercised was 
based, in part, on notions of customary work-load, but more 
important 
was an acceptance that the shoemaker had the 
right of unrestricted movement on and off the 
employer's premises. Within the hours laid down 
when the shop was to be open, piece-workers were 
free to leave whenever they wished. 
One of the reasons that piecework has suirvived for so 
long was that it saved employers from having to pay wages 
and give notice to workers in what was a notoriously 
unstable industry. In 1864 Victorian bootmakers had 
complained to the Argus about the irregular fluctuations of 
the trade; Factory Inspector's Reports for the 1880s and 
9 0s report irregular work, unemployment, and short time in 
many factories.^^ John Bedggood went some way toward 
recognising the effects of this instability. Told that the 
men complained of low wages and lack of work he replied 
that 
they just come when they like and go when they 
like. It is the men's own fault, perhaps not just 
^^1896 Factories Act Inquiry Board, p. 56. 
S^Brooker, p. 154. Note that in a seasonal industry like 
bootmaking, piecework had advantages for employers too - in 
slack times men could be put off at a moments notice, and 
were not entitled to wages. It was not until 1946 that the 
Arbitration Commission substituted weekly for hourly hiring 
in the Australian boot trade. See James Kiely, ^A History 
of the Victorian Branch of the Australian Boot Trade 
Employees Federation: 1940-1974', 1976, ch. 2, p. 5. 
S^Brooker, p. 154. 
59Argus, 1864; Factories Act Inquiry Board, Minutes of 
Evidence, p. 56; Factory Inspector, Reports, 1886-1896. 
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now, because the last few months there has not 
been the work to give them, but when things are 
fairly busy, October to the end of December say, 
they still come when they like and go when they 
like. 
Bootmakers' seemingly characteristic love of 
independence has been explained as a response to the 
'uneven rhythym of work intensified by the seasonal nature 
of the t r a d e O t h e r writers have suggested that the 
attributes of outwork itself were responsible. With all the 
irregularities and fluctuations imposed by that system it 
does not seem surprising that 
since the industry itself imposed these various 
irregularities, the outworkers were frequently 
tempted to introduce a few more for their own 
pleasure and convenience.^^ 
When outworkers were brought into the factories, especially 
when they continued to be paid piece rates, they found it 
difficult to submit to factory discipline. 
The habits acquired over years could not be shed 
over night. Many workers found regular hours, 
supervision, and the sheer unfamiliarity of the 
factory with its numbers of men working in close 
proximity, extremely trying. Some, bitterly 
resentful, never submitted to 
By the mid 1890s, however, the impact of mechanisation 
was such that Victorian bootmakers were beginning to lose 
the fight for piecework and independence. Not all were as 
fortunate as those who worked for Bedggood. In 1894 William 
Billson, VOBU president, admitted that mechanisation had 
generally entailed acceptance of weekly wages for machine 
work. Clearly the independence which VOBU members had 
^^Inquiry into the Factories Act, Minutes of Evidence, p. 
56 . ^^Brooker, p. 155. 
62FOX, A History of the NUBSO, pp. 24-5. 
63ibid, p. 25. 
"^^ 1894 Inquiry into the Effect of the Fiscal System of 
Victoria upon Industry and Production, Minutes of Evidence, 
p. 299; Billson was referring to the introduction of 
Goodyear welt-sewers, and a number of finishing machines. 
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perceived in the piece rate system was equated with the 
rights and status of the craftsman. Along with most of 
their employers they considered themselves to be skilled 
workmen. Piece work was a remnant of the domestic outwork 
system; a system which had also fostered the independence 
of the workman from factory and time discipline, as well as 
protecting employers from the seasonal nature of their 
trade. Ironically, when factory bootmakers sought to 
preserve piecework within the context of factory 
organisation, the abolition of outwork was seen to be 
necessary. 
Outwork and Sweating 
In the boot trade also sweating is carried on 
extensively, and under conditions that seriously 
militate against the interests of the skilled 
workman ... Employers should be compelled to 
provide the requisite accommodation for their 
hands 
'Sweating' is a cultural term, dependent on notions of 
normality and acceptability. Working conditions falling 
outside the parameters of normality and acceptability in a 
particular society may be defined as sweating.®^ It is a 
comparative term; there must be a standard to which it 
refers. A British House of Lords Select Committee, for 
example, decided that 
sweating was no particular method of 
remuneration, no particular form of industrial 
organization, but certain conditions of 
employment - viz., unusually low rates of wages, 
excessive hours of labor, and unsanitary work 
places . ^  ~ ~ 
6^1884 Royal Commission on Employees in Shops, Report, p. 
xii. 
6 Bythell, 'Sweating' in Britain and Australia at the 
end of the nineteenth century: a common problem?', 1981, 
2-4. 
Holcombe, 'The British Minimum Wages Act of 1909', 
p. 574, citing Beatrice Webb, in Quarterly Journal of 
Economics, vol. 24, 1910, pp. 574-577. 
op. 2-
^"a.N. 
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In Victoria, throughout the 1880s and 90s, it was the 
conditions created by outwork which trade unionists 
consistently equated with sweating. Unwilling to extend the 
parameters of acceptability to encompass outwork, there was 
a 
clear implication ... that such conditions had no 
place in a country that prided itself on its high 
standard of living.®^ 
The Anti-Sweating campaigns in Victoria provided much 
needed liberal support for trade unionists on this issue. 
David Syme's newspaper, the Age, had maintained a campaign 
against outwork and sweating throughout the eighties and 
nineties, and had been instriimental in gaining public 
sympathy for the tailoresses strike in 1882-3.^^ 
In March 1884 the Royal Commission on Employees in 
Shops submitted its report, strongly condemning the 
practice of outwork and the sweating which was seen to 
result from it. Six weeks later, on 5 May 1884, VOBU 
members called for the abolition of outwork; an ultimatum 
was issued to employers requiring all work to be performed 
on their premises from 13 October. Most putters-up 
were, by this stage, employed inside, so the issue was 
mainly of concern to finishers. For men needing to work at 
home, through an inability to cope in a factory situation, 
the union agreed to issue certificates to allow them to 
work outside. As a means of preventing licensed outworkers 
from becoming subcontractors certificates restricted the 
Gollan, Radical and Working Class Politics; A Study 
of Eastern Australia 1850-1910, 1960, p. 91. 
b^R. Brooks, 'The Melbourne Tailoresses' Strike 
1882-1883: An Assessment', in Labour History, no. 44, May 
1983, pp. 27-38. 
"^ OvOBU Minutes of the General Meeting, see 5 June 1883 
when a £ 1 fine was imposed on a member who accepted 
outwork, and 5 May 1884, 14 July 1884. 
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wages which could be earned. The union's attitude was 
that 
any place where men work should be under the 
supervision of an officer appointed for the 
purpose. The Government or the municipality 
should have absolute power to supervise any place 
where men and boys are employed at work.'^ 
When employers were faced with a VOBU ultimatum to 
abolish outwork, backed up by the scathing report of the 
Royal Commission, the majority of them agreed to have all 
their work brought inside.^^ In November a dispute over 
weekly wages arose. On 7 November the VOBU convened a 
special meeting to discuss the strike in progress at 
Hurst's factory; finishers there were being employed at 
weekly wages so low that they were receiving 8/- to 10/-
per week less than would have been the case on piecerates. 
The task system being used was 'strongly condemned as 
against the best interests of the trade', and the union 
repeated its demand that only one finisher be employed on 
weekly wages for every five on piece rates. All finishers 
working in factories which did not comply with this ratio 
were to give one weeks notice on 10 November. 
A month later, however, with a weekly wages dispute 
pending, the manufacturers reneged on their agreement. They 
had taken the opportunity to refuse orders and by 17 
November had announced that they intended to revert to 
giving work out. The union was not to be granted 
recognition, and none of its officers would be permitted 
entry to factories or workrooms. Men who did not have 
certificates of discharge from their previous employers 
would not be employed. The VOBU reiterated its 
^Ijbid., 3 November 1884. 
"^ R^oyal Commission on the Tariff, Minutes of Evidence, 
337. 
"73V0BU Minutes of the General Meeting, 20 November 1884. 
"^ '^ Ibid., 7 November 1884. 
"^^ibid., 17 Novem.ber 1884. 
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policies, and by 20 November up to two thousand bootmakers 
were locked out of the factories. 
The thirteen week lockout which resulted was bitter 
and, at times, violent. The VOBU was well organised, and 
had the support of the Trades Hall Council. Over £ 9000 in 
strike pay was expended. In a letter to the Argus John 
Bedggood complained of Trenwith's 'dictatorial manner', 
stating that 
we are quite willing ... to receive at any time 
representatives of the employees appointed from 
their own number. We are not aware that any other 
society employs a paid agent to pursue the 
tactics complained of, the usual practice being 
to ventilate and discuss any grievance after 
business hours 
The employers refused to meet any delegation which included 
Trenwith, claiming that he was a paid agitator and 
therefore not concerned in the dispute. Their tactics 
angered VOBU members, a meeting of whom agreed unanimously 
that 
in consequence of the violently aggressive action 
of our employers we do not feel justified in 
making any overtures for conciliation but we are 
prepared to duly consider any proposal emanating 
from them ... we desire to express our entire 
approval of the action of our agent Mr Trenwith 
and our emphatic repudiation of the malignant and 
untruthful charges made against him by members of 
the Manufacturers Association."^^ 
By February 1885 a conciliation board, consisting of 
manufacturers and unionists from outside the boot trade, 
had recommended a basis of settlement, but the BMA and VOBU 
were still arguing over Trenwith's eligibility to represent 
"^ T^.A. Coghlan, Labour and Industry in Australia, 1918, 
p. 1487. 
Argus, 22 November 1884, p. 13. 
"^ v^OBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 29 DecemJ^er 1884. 
"^^Ibid., 8 December 1884 . 
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the u n i o n . 8 0 Finally Mr Justice Higinbotham attested to 
the 'eligibility of Mr Trenwith as a Bona-Fide Workman', 
but the BMA never accepted his right to represent their 
employees, continuing to attack and provoke him for as long 
as he retained his connection with the VOBU.^^ In the 
meantime the settlement of the conciliation board was 
accepted, and the men returned to work from 16 February, 
1885 . 
The settlement reached was by no means an undiluted 
victory for the VOBU, although it did provide a formula for 
the phasing out of outwork.^^ Under the terms of the 
agreement union officials were to have no right of entry to 
workplaces, or to intervene in disputes until a prior 
attempt at settlement had been made. Outwork was to be 
phased out by the end of 1885. Until that time one in six 
putters-up and finishers were allowed to be employed as 
outworkers: they were permitted to earn a maximum weekly 
wage of £3, and their names and address were to be supplied 
to the union by manufacturers. After 31 December 1885 a 
permit system of licensing outworkers was to operate for 
one year. 
The apparently sudden emergence of the outwork issue 
seems explicable only in the light of Coghlan's suggestion 
that the strike 'was intended to influence the discussions 
in parliament^^ The majority of previous conflicts had 
centred around piecerates and the employment of boys. The 
report of the 1884 Royal Commission, together with the 
public sympathy and awareness already aroused by the Age 
and the tailoresses strike, ensured the success of the 
bootmakers' stand. Of the £9000 spent on sustaining the 
strike/lockout, the first £ 2000 came from VOBU funds and 
SOlbid., 2 and 10 February 1885. 
Sllbid., 23 February 1885. 
S^Norton, pp. 164-5; Fry, pp. 131-2. 
S^Norton, p. 165. 
84coghlan, p. 1487. 
- 1 2 8 -
much of the rest from other unions. Some came from private 
sources, and at least two public meetings took collections 
in aid of the bootmakers; one at Fitzroy Town Hall and one 
at the Hall of Science.^^ 
For some time it appeared that the VOBU campaign had 
been successful; outwork amongst putters-up and finishers 
was rare. When it began to re-emerge during the 1890s it 
did not reach the levels that had existed before the 
lockout. In 1894 William Billson, president of the VOBU, 
told the commissioners enquiring into the efficacy of 
protective duties in Victoria that 
the second item in our charter is to abolish 
sweating. We desire that a fair wage should be 
maintained for the work; but those men outside 
the union take the work home, and have their 
wives and families to assist them in working all 
hours, and they make workshops of their living 
rooms and bedrooms, which I am sure is very-
undesirable in this country. We are combined to 
bring about a healthier state of things.^^ 
The Annual Reports of the Chief Inspector of Factories, 
however, show that outwork was not dead in the boot trade. 
Although the majority of the Chief Inspector's comments 
S^Unions which donated money were: the Typographical 
Society, United Tinsmiths Society, Amalgamated Miners 
Association, South Australian Bootmakers Union, Engine 
Drivers Association, New South Wales Bootmakers Union, 
Ballarat branch of the VOBU, the Dunedin Bootmakers, 
Victorian Association of Felt Hatters, Goulburn Bootmakers, 
Sandhurst Miners, the Tanners and Curriers of Geelong, 
Cigar Makers Union, the Malmsbury AMA, Sandhurst Engineers, 
Hamilton Miners NSW, Tailors Union of Brisbane, South 
Australian Seamans Union and the NSW Coal Miners. As well 
there were donations from W.G. Spence, secretary of the 
Creswick Miners Association, from the NSW Trades and Labour 
Council, and the English Scottish and Australian Bank at 
Pyrmont; VOBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 20 November, 
8, 13, 19 and 22 December 1884, 23 and 27 January, 10 
and 23 February, and 16 March 1885. Other money was 
directed through the Trades Hall Council and so may not be 
recorded in VOBU minutes. 
S^inquiry into the Effect of the Fiscal System of 
Victoria ..., Minutes of Evidence, p. 299. 
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refer to women and not to VOBU members, the incidence of 
outwork did begin to rise again during the first half of 
the 1890s. 
Ironically the abolition of outwork impinged on the 
very independence which VOBU members were so anxious to 
protect. John Bedggood claimed that many workers objected 
to its abolition. In England, where the National Union of 
Boot and Shoe Operatives had a wider range of membership, 
which included outworkers, there had been much dissent over 
the push to bring workers into the factories.®"^ As Fox 
states, the 
abolition of outwork would certainly do away with 
sweating, but it would also change the whole way 
of life for many who preferred their traditional 
freedom from authority and supervision, and the 
economic benefits of being able to employ 
boys.SS 
In London, the demand for indoor working had become 
policy in 1890 and was successfully imposed on employers. 
By 1891 it had spread to Leicester, Bristol and Leeds but 
success in London had resulted in many finishers moving to 
areas where outwork still existed. In some areas union 
officials did not attempt to impose indoor working, feeling 
that many branches were 'not safe' on this i s s u e . ^ ^ g y 
this time, however, mechanisation was beginning to force 
workers into factories, and by the mid 1890s indoor working 
had become the rule throughout the country. British union 
leaders had been more cautious than VOBU leaders in their 
demands for indoor work, recognising that they "had to 
tread carefully for fear of alienating important sections 
of o p i n i o n . A s well, they had tried to convince 
members that concessions should be offered to employers in 
return for the shift to indoor working: acceptance of 
S'^Brooker, pp. 155-6. 
88FOX, A History of the NUBSO, p. 111. 
89ibid., p. 143. 
90lbid., p. 55. 
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arbitration by union members was proposed as a compromise 
in London, and in Northampton union officials were put in 
the precarious position of pledging to ^help manufacturers 
to enforce order and regularity in their factories'.^^ 
Concessions were also made to the outworkers - in 
Leicester, factory workers were allowed to employ one boy 
each. 
It seems certain that some Victorian workers would 
have opposed the abolition of outwork just as many English 
workers had done. Not having outworking members, though, 
the VOBU felt free to push for indoor working more strongly 
and much earlier than had the English union. Nevertheless, 
preventing outwork did restrict the potential independence 
of workers. When the 1896 Factories and Shops Act was 
finally passed by the Legislative Council it included the 
compulsory registration of outworkers among its provisions. 
Registration was necessary so that Factories Inspectors 
might enforce the legal minimum wages to be determined by 
the new Wages Boards. If this option had been present in 
1884 the VOBU may have been prepared to countenance it as 
an alternative to the abolition of outwork. But at the time 
the only means of protecting piecerates seemed to lie in 
the abolition of outwork and the VOBU did not hesitate to 
pursue this course. 
VOBU members were factory workers, and their 
independence lay not in outwork, but in piecework. The 
independence and respect due to an artisan were his because 
of the skill he possessed and, as Hobsbawm has pointed out, 
the 'gualification for the job was identical with the right 
to exercise it.'^^ Throughout the policy and behaviour of 
their union, the importance of independence to VOBU members 
J. H. Porter, 'Northampton Boot and Shoe Arbitration 
Board before 1914', p. 96, in Northamptonshire Past and 
Present, 1980, vol. vi, no. 2, pp. 93-100; also Fox, p. 
110. 92pox, A History of the NUBSO, p. 143. 
93Hobsbawm, 'Artisans and Labour Aristocrats', p. 259. 
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can be clearly seen. Their insistence on apprenticeship, 
together with the other restrictions on membership 
eligibility, and their joint calls for the abolition of 
outwork and the maintenance of the piece rate system 
together formed a rational policy intended to protect the 
independence of members. In Hobsbawm's words, 
the artisan's sense of independence was, of 
course, based on more than a moral imperative. It 
was based on the justified belief that his skill 
was indispensable to production; indeed on the 
belief that it was the only indispensable factor 
of production. 5 
In a very real sense the independence which VOBU 
members sought to protect was the independence of skill. 
Independence was the mark of the tradesman; with 
independence came the dignity and respect due to the 
craftsman, and with craft came independence. VOBU members' 
perceptions of themselves as skilled workmen, as journeymen 
and artisans, provide the key to understanding union policy 
of this period. Apparently contradictory attitudes, toward 
piecework and outwork for example, can be made sense of in 
light of the importance of independence and the evolution 
of the labour process in the trade. 
94ibid., p. 250. 
CHAPTER 5 
The Era of Law: 
VOBU policy 1896 - 1915 
By 1895 the independence of skill the VOBU had spent 
so long attempting to preserve was under serious threat. 
Mechanisation was making inroads into both lasting and 
finishing and workers were being forced onto weekly wages 
as a result. Apprenticeship was virtually non existent and, 
in 1896, the boot trade was classified among the six 
sweated trades in need of the protection of a Wages Board. 
Economic depression had forced union members to accept wage 
reductions as well as the loss of piecework and control 
over the labour process. In this chapter I look at the ways 
in which ideas about skill affected and determined VOBU 
responses to these stresses, and were in turn modified as a 
result of those stresses. 
For the first few years after the 1884-5 lockout, 
industrial relations in the trade had been relatively 
peaceful, with the majority of employers agreeing to pay 
union prices. Strikes and disputes in this period were 
mainly confined to individual factories, and resulted from 
employer attempts to enforce wage reductions or weekly 
wages, or a refusal to abide by apprenticeship limitations. 
Many short lived disputes occurred when new machinery was 
introduced into factories: in most cases the jobs created 
were not covered by existing piecework logs and employers 
pressed for them to be performed at time rates. Union 
officials often agreed to weekly wages for new work until 
acceptable piecerates could be determined and the men had 
learned to operate the machinery. 
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In 189 2 however, after two years of widespread 
unemployment and trade depression, numerous disputes over 
weekly wages, reductions, and mechanisation forced union 
officials to agree to the drawing up of a revised 
statement.^ A conference of manufacturers and union 
officials discussed the wages and conditions under which 
lasting and heeling machines could be introduced into the 
factories. The employers claimed that whilst such machines 
would increase the wages of lasters, it would be necessary 
for finishers to accept reductions. The statement drawn up 
embodied some reductions but was nevertheless accepted by a 
meeting of union members, on the advice of their officials, 
in August 1892.^ In October further amendments and 
reductions were incorporated into the statement, which 
became known as the 189 2 log, but the new statement never 
achieved acceptance; the men did not like it, and many 
employers did not pay it. 
As disputes and wage reductions continued in 1893 the 
attitudes of union members toward mechanisation hardened. 
They had not previously opposed the introduction of 
machinery provided that they could exercise some control 
over the conditions of its use. Having seen the results of 
mechanisation in England, however, and the growing 
reluctance of Victorian employers to discuss mechanisation 
with them, VOBU members applauded when a fellow member told 
them that 
the only remedy for us here is for the Workmen to 
get hold of the Machinery themselves and start 
another Cooperative Concern in a better way then 
they did before.^ 
^The request came from Messrs Beddgood, Smalley, 
Harkness, Mair, Rogers, Blackmore, Stone and Wynne. VOBU 
Minutes of the General Meeting, 20 June 1892. 
2lbid., 27 June, 7 and 8 August 1892. 
^ibid., 27 November 1893. 
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A conference with employers over prices for the new 
Goodyear welt-sewing machine was abandoned when neither 
side was prepared to make concessions.'^ More 
manufacturers installed the new machinery and union 
officials requested a conference; members agreed to accept 
a minimum weekly wage of £2 8s provided that no premium was 
charged for learning the machine. Those employers without 
machinery demanded a subdivision of labour, accompanied by 
wage reductions, with the intention of splitting the 
laster's job into four separate functions. The initial 
response of union members was that they could not accept 
^the subdivision of labour without machinery', and that, in 
any case, no reductions should accompany such a move.^ A 
week later the union decided not to object to the 
subdivision provided that there were no reductions. 
The union's ability to resist mechanisation, with its 
consequent wage reductions and imposition of weekly wages, 
was severely weakened. A number of long-running disputes 
were a big drain on its financial resources, which had 
already been depleted by the unemployment and short hours 
of its members. Pressure for reductions increased and 
manufacturers claimed that their proposed rates would be 
paid by 9 0 per cent of employers. A number of large 
manufacturers agreed to pay the 1892 rates for one month, 
until the end of September 1894, and then to revert to the 
1894 reduced rates unless the union could enforce the 
higher rates throughout the trade.^ A ballot of union 
^The Goodyear machine rapidly replaced other methods of 
attaching soles and uppers, producing a product almost 
identical in looks and quality to hand sewn boots. J.B. 
Leno, The Art of Boot and Shoe-making ... with a 
description of the Most Approved Machinery Employed, 1885, 
pp. 187-9; A. Fox, A History of the National Union of Boot 
and Shoe Operatives 1874-1957, 1958, p. 89. 
3^0BU Minutes of the General Meeting, 29 January, 7 and 
13 February 1894. 
^Draper and Warehouseman, September 1894, p. 6; VOBU 
Minutes of the General Meeting, 30 August 1894. 
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members was in favour of strike action to enforce the 
statement, and employers were informed that lasters and 
finishers would be withdrawn from non-statement shops on 
September 3. The strike was a disaster; when the union was 
no longer able to meet its strike pay commitments officials 
were forced to advise their members to return to work. 
After the union's defeat many manufacturers simply ignored 
the log and paid as they pleased. In April 1895 union 
officials were forced to declare all shops open to members 
seeking employment. 
In this context of union defeat and demoralisation the 
wages boards legislation became law on 1 October 1896. When 
the possibility of the establishment of wages boards and 
legal minimum wages was first discussed seriously in the 
parliamentary debates on the new Factories and Shops Act in 
1895 there was, understandably, some concern amongst 
manufacturers. The boot trade was experiencing a recession 
drought in the colony, together with increasing 
mechanisation and the effects of the 1894 strike had caused 
the closure of many factories."^ Over-production and 
over-protection were blamed by some manufacturers for 
sweating and an article in the Australian Storekeepers 
Journal pointed out that those who had not mechanised were 
employing men very cheaply, 
owing to the number of men that the larger 
factories have dispensed with. We have heard of 
very low wages being paid, but we hope that in a 
new land like this there will soon be a change, 
for neither employers nor employees are 
benefitted by low wages and dearth of employment, 
for in such cases it is the unscrupulous man ... 
who undersells in the market and brings more 
honest men to his own level.® 
"^ Draper and Warehouseman, for 1893 and 1894 in particular 
is full of insolvency lists and articles about factory 
closures. See also the 1895 Report of the Chief Inspector 
of Factories. 
SASJ, August 1895, vol. 1, no. 8, p. 120. 
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Accompanying this condemnation of sweating was the 
recognition that unifoirm wages are, for "honest" employers, 
a good thing; a very similar attitude to that displayed 
twelve months before by the large manufacturers who 
promised to pay the 1892 statement prices if the union 
could enforce them on their competitors also. 
Employers initially treated the idea of the wages 
boards cautiously and somewhat sceptically. In November of 
1895 the Australian Storekeepers Journal was still 
unwilling to condemn the idea outright, but nevertheless 
pointed up some of the problems foreseeable in its 
application. Thus the 
board dealing with the guestion will have to 
consist of very moderate men, or the evil of 
sweating complained of will resolve itself into 
starving for many of the poorer tradesmen, who 
are unskilful even after years of practice ... if 
a uniform wage is to be paid, only the best 
workmen will be in demand ... Those who know the 
difficulties of forming a log of prices in the 
boot trade view the labour of preparing a 
statement to suit everyone with dismay.^ 
Likewise, in April 1896, the danger 'of the men making 
exorbitant demands in the hope of a split difference', was 
referred to with concern.^® 
By August 1896, however, it was claimed that the 
outlook for the Victorian boot trade was doubtful; the 
proposed Factories Act was "ominous", and the proximity of 
federation and free trade between the Australian colonies 
was a great worry to Victorian manufacturers who had thus 
far enjoyed the protection of high tariffs.^^ These were 
issues which were to affect the operations of the Boot 
9ASJ, November 1895, vol. 1, no. 11, p. 204. The dismay 
was well founded as the first determination of the Boot 
Board listed piece work prices for over a thousand items. 
IOASJ, April 1896, vol. 2, no. 4, p. 98. 
HASJ, August 1896, Special issue, p. 28. 
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Board from the time of its first determination in 1897 
until Mr Justice Higgins made the first award for 
bootmakers under the Commonwealth Conciliation and 
Arbitration Act in 1910. 
The Bootmaking Board was to have major effects on the 
VOBU. Crippling statement strikes to enforce union prices, 
like those of 1884-5 and 1894, were no longer necessary and 
union finances improved markedly. VOBU officials took on 
the role of policing a legally enforceable statement. 
Organisation continued to be important, especially in the 
fixing of prices by the Board, but it was legal rather than 
industrial muscle which ensured that statement prices were 
paid. Disputes which occurred were both local and 
short-lived. Between the first determination of the Board 
in 1897 and union federation in 1905 the union grew 
remarkably. It was this period of stablisation and growth 
under the protection of the Wages Board that gave the VOBU 
the stability to push through union federation; a prelude 
to their eventual move into the sphere of the Commonwealth 
Conciliation and Arbitration Court. 
The remainder of this chapter considers the ways in 
which legal regulation affected VOBU attitudes and policy 
on matters of craft and skill; in particular the two issues 
of apprenticeship and eligibility for union membership, and 
piecework and wages. Two sections deal with these issues in 
the period of Wages Board regulation of the trade from 1896 
to 1906. The final section considers the way in which the 
VOBU moved to bring these issues under the control of the 
new Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Court, and 
some of the consequences of that action. 
Apprenticeship and union membership 
In the previous chapter I argued that restrictions on 
membership eligibility for the VOBU were designed to 
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protect and foster the independence of members. Because 
real independence could be maintained only through the 
exercise of control over the labour process the basis of 
the membership system was the requirement that prospective 
members hold journeyman status. Between 1896 and 1905 the 
VOBU dropped this requirement and made consistent efforts 
to broaden its membership, eventually seeking to enrol all 
workers in Victorian boot factories regardless of age, 
gender or training. The policy changed remarkably fast, 
although it was considerably longer before real changes in 
the membership profile occurred. The move had great 
significance, effectively changing the VOBU from a ^closed' 
to an ^open' union.^^ 
The ability to exercise meaningful control over the 
labour process, and consequently the independence of union 
members as skilled workmen, had dwindled with the 
mechanisation of each new operation. Mechanisation made 
independence difficult to maintain; the freedom and social 
interaction within the factory, the right to come and go, 
and exemption from close supeirvision, which had been seen 
as the rights of skilled bootmakers were all whittled away 
as employers split up the labour process. The physical 
restrictions imposed by large standing machinery, together 
with the noise, made conversation difficult and inhibited 
social interaction. By 1895 lasting and heeling machines 
had been introduced into a number of factories, as had the 
new Goodyear welt-sewing machine. Previously the heels had 
been attached by the putter-up after the boot had been 
lasted and the welt channels closed, although some 
factories had divided these processes early in the 
1880s.^^ Clearly the introduction of lasting and heeling 
l^see chapter 2 for a discussion of these terms. 
l^See the evidence of William Long to the 1883 Royal 
Commission on the Tariff, cited in chapter 4. 
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machines had the potential to split this process further, 
creating more classes of workmen. Men had to be trained to 
work the new machines, and their training and payment 
caused conflict between employers and the union. Questions 
of who should be trained and how they should be paid arose. 
Mechanisation did not only affect the independence and 
control of those workers on whom it directly impinged. The 
Goodyear machine, in particular, turned out high quality 
boots at great speed and small factories resorted to a 
greater division of labour in an effort to compete. The 
VOBU had been forced to accept this kind of division in 
1894 but was never happy about it. Subdivision with 
machinery at least implied the learning of some new, and 
saleable, skills but subdivision without machinery was seen 
as simple deskilling, and was often accompanied by the use 
of boy labour. The impact of mechanisation on the division 
of labour forced VOBU members to reconsider the basis of 
their membership requirements. It was useless to deny that 
subdivisions were taking place and that new classifications 
of workers were being created. In July 1895 VOBU members 
decided to accept all male workers into the union, and by 
September 1896 all employees - boys, women and men - were 
being invited to join. As early as 1882 the union had 
attempted to broaden its membership by inviting other 
classes of journeymen to join the putters-up and finishers 
but the move was not successful and received only half-
hearted support from members. In the early 1890s some 
of the Blake operators were probably members as were many 
of the men whom the employers wished to train on the 
Goodyear machines. 
When the Clicker's Union approached the VOBU with a 
proposal for amalgamation it did not take long for VOBU 
members to broaden the discussion of eligibility to all men 
l^See chapter 4 for discussion of a stuffcutter's 
attempts to join the VOBU. 
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in the industry.^^ A fortnight after receiving the 
Clicker's proposal it was recommended to the VOBU general 
meeting that 
the amalgamation of the putters-up and finishers 
with the clickers should at once take place and 
that all machine men and other male workers be 
eligible to join.^^ 
For the VOBU amalgamation with the Clicker's Union was 
uncontroversial. The clickers were seen to be undeniably 
skilled workers and, although they had always been paid 
time rather than piece rates their craft interests were 
perceived as identical with those of VOBU members. Although 
the amalgamation was approved so promptly, it was another 
year before the clickers were offered terms which were 
acceptable to them. Less than a month after approving the 
amalgamation a VOBU General Meeting affirmed that the 
union's executive should consist of equal nximbers of 
putters-up and finishers; amalgamation finally took place 
in October 1896 when it was decided that the clickers were 
also entitled to representation on the executive.^^ 
Although the clickers had been accepted so readily the 
acceptance of other workers into the union was more 
problematic. The issue was raised again in July 1896 at a 
meeting held to determine whether members wanted piecework 
or weekly wages to be the basis of the Wages Board claim. 
Eventually, in September 1896, union members agreed to 
accept all employees of the factories.^^ Implementing 
that decision took many years; women, for example, were 
still such a minority in the union in 1909 that it was not 
felt possible to include any claim on their behalf in the 
arbitration case. In many respects these recruiting 
problems resulted from the inability of VOBU members to see 
l^VOBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 15 and 29 July 
1895. l^ibid., 29 July 1895. 
l"7lbid., 10 Septem±)er 1895, 19 October 1896 . 
l^ibid., 27 and 31 July, 21 September 1896. 
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that changes to union policy and government were necessary 
if these workers were to be enticed into membership. 
New members were badly needed to shore up the VOBU's 
financial position. In 1896 the VOBU had only four hundred 
members, many of whom were unfinancial due to unemployment 
and short time.^^ Industrial defeat had decimated the 
union; unable to enforce its statement rates or apprentice 
ratios union officials were forced to allow their members 
to work in non-union factories. This was a far cry from the 
position of strength they had occupied in the 1880s when 
the union was able to call out 1400 men in support of its 
log of prices. Although meetings were held to entice new 
classes of members and the principle of open membership was 
re-affirmed several times in the next ten years, it seems 
unlikely that any great number of those newly eligible did, 
in fact, join the union. Certainly membership increased 
dramatically from the 400 of 1896 to almost 1250 in March 
19 03, dropping back to 1000 members a year later of whom 
about 700 were financial.^^ Most of these new members 
were probably putters-up and finishers who rejoined once 
the economic situation improved. 
The advent of the wages board may also have influenced 
VOBU decisions to widen membership. The six wages boards 
provided for in the 1896 Act were each to be elected half 
by the employers and half by the employees in the 
trade.^^ An independent chairman was to be elected by 
l^Ibid., 10 February and 27 July 1896, see also 12 August 
1895. 
20ibid., 12 October 1898, 1 September 1902, 7 July and 14 
September 1903, 23 October 1905; in 1901 John Hyman told 
the Royal Commission on the operation of the factories and 
shops law of Victoria that the VOBU was ^practically a 
putters-up and finishers union'. Minutes of Evidence, p. 
331, in Victorian Parliamentary Papers, 1902-3, vol. 2. 
^^VOBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 10 February 1896, 
14 April 1902, 30 March 1903, 28 March 1904. 
22Reeves, p. 51; the furniture board was to be appoijited 
by the Governor in Council in order to prevent its 
domination by Chinese. 
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each board or, failing that, could be appointed by the 
Governor in Council. Unions were not officially recognised 
by the Wages Boards but the Boards' operations gave them a 
highly visible image. VOBU officials were involved in 
making representations to the Board and enforcing 
determinations as well as attempts to have the Factories 
Act periodically re-enacted. The VOBU conducted 
(unofficial) electoral procedures to select nominees for 
the board; but in this period an election was necessary 
only for the first board, in 1897. In later years VOBU 
nominees were elected unopposed. Meetings of members and 
non-members in different sections of the trade were held 
and each group was asked to select a coiranittee to draw up 
piece work statements and minimum wages for their branch. 
As well they were to decide the age at which the minimxim 
should take effect and the age at which members would be 
permitted to work for less than the prescribed m i n i m u m . 
A mass meeting of all boot operatives was then called by 
the VOBU, to elect nominees. It was agreed that there 
should be one clicker, two makers, and two finishers, and 
that delegates should sign a pledge supporting piecework 
for makers and finishers.^^ 
It is possible that new classes of members were sought 
as a way of providing legitimacy for VOBU monopoly of the 
employee positions on the Board. In 1896 the VOBU was the 
only union in the boot trade. Nevertheless there was little 
pretence at democracy in the mechanisms by which wages 
board nominations were decided. Elected by all members of 
the trade, and nominated by a union ostensibly made up of 
members from all branches, it was 1904 before the 
requirement that the five nominees should be drawn from the 
specific branches of the trade traditionally represented by 
the VOBU was rescinded.^^ 
23ibid., 27 and 31 July 1896. 
24ibid., 14 August 1896. 
25ibid., 15 February 1904. 
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The recruitment drive does not seem to have been very 
successful; very little effort was made to cater to the 
interests of new members, and their lack of eligibility for 
union office indicates their lack of status within the 
union. When it became clear that the wages board would 
cover all workers the recruitment of new members may have 
seemed politic as a means of providing legitimation for 
VOBU domination of the board. It is perhaps significant 
that the first determination of the Boot Board, in 1897, 
made only one distinction between grades of adult male 
workers; there were clickers and others. Rates were set for 
women and for boys but no other differentiations were made. 
If the VOBU agreed to this - there is no discussion of it 
in union minutes - it may have been because the piece rates 
were expected to be more commonly used, and those prices 
were minutely differentiated into more than a thousand 
items. Possibly it was an attempt to make the division of 
labour less appealing to employers; John Hyman, the VOBU 
president, told the Board when it was reconsidering its 
original determination that the original decision had been 
fair and that society was opposed to the subdivision of 
labour.26 
Even clickers seem to have been relatively rare within 
the union; great difficulty was sometimes experienced in 
filling the position set aside for them on the executive 
and in the wages board nominations. In 19 05, when the VOBU 
became the Victorian branch of the Australian Boot Trade 
Employees Federation, members of the executive were still 
required to be in the proportion of two makers, two 
finishers and a clicker. By this stage the only workers not 
eligible for membership were foremen having the power to 
^^Minutes of evidence before the board amending the first 
determination of the Boot Board, 1897, in Wages Board 
records, Victorian Public Records Office. 
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hire and fire workers. There was little incentive for 
improvers, for example, to join the VOBU when union policy-
was dedicated to the abolition of improvership. Machine 
men, stuffcutters, apprentices and women were all paid time 
rates but VOBU wages policy still concentrated on the 
maintenance of the piece-rate system for putters-up and 
finishers. 
Predictably, there was some opposition to the 
resolutions governing nominations but, not so predictably, 
the opposition came from within the traditional ranks of 
the VOBU rather than from members of the trade denied 
direct representation. A mass meeting of women operatives, 
for example, was attended by approximately two hundred 
workers who agreed to support the VOBU nominees rather than 
seek a representative of their own.^® Opposition from 
within the VOBU came from the Ballarat branch. Ballarat 
members held their own election, selecting their secretary 
Arthur Long as their nominee; the general meeting of the 
union said it could not support this nomination as 
representatives had already been chosen. In January 1897 
the Ballarat branch was still pressing its claim and VOBU 
officials agreed that nominations should be called for 
again; the original nominees were again selected.^^ 
When nominations for the second board were required in 
December 19 00 there were attempts to change the selection 
criteria. The complaints of the Ballarat branch prevailed, 
and one of the five nominations was to be made by Ballarat 
members; a motion was put that the other four nominees 
should be chosen irrespective of the branch in which they 
worked, but this was lost. A compromise was agreed to, that 
there should be at least one maker and one finisher; this 
was overruled by a mass meeting a month later, apparently 
27This was apparently not altered until 1912 - see 
Victorian Branch Minutes of the General Meeting, 2 
September 1912. 
28v0BU Minutes of the General Meeting, 12 August 1896. 
29lbid., 24 August 1896, 11 January 1897. 
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at the instigation of union officials who were reprimanded 
for this, and the criteria reverted to requiring two makers 
and two finishers.^^ Finally, in February 1904, it was 
agreed that while one representative should be elected by 
the Ballarat branch the other four could come from any 
branch of the trade.^^ The union executive however, still 
required two makers, two finishers and a clicker. 
One result of the decision to launch a drive for new 
members was that apprenticeship was no longer a necessary 
prerequisite for membership. Apprenticeship policy remained 
important though. VOBU policy was in favour of compulsory 
apprenticeship and the abolition of improvers - no boy 
should be allowed to work at the trade without being 
formally indentured, and employers should be required to 
teach boys a branch of the trade rather than keeping them 
on one minor operation for the duration of their sham 
^apprenticeships'.There were a number of complaints 
that the Factories Inspectors were not sufficiently 
vigilant in policing the limitation of apprentices and 
improvers, as there were about the Working Men's College 
'teaching trades in v/hich there was a big surplus of 
l a b o u r T h e trade classes at the College should be 
restricted to 'apprentices, improvers and other men already 
working in the trade'.^^ 
The Wages Boards' power to limit apprentice numbers 
was warmly welcomed by the VOBU, which had been totally 
unable to enforce any form of apprenticeship, or 
limitations on boy labour, for some years. Wages Board 
power over apprentices, though, proved to be even more 
controversial than the wage fixing powers. Employers at 
least agreed to participate in wage fixing although they 
30ibid., 17 December 1900, 21 January 1901. 
31ibid., 18 January 1904, 15 February 1904. 
32ibid., 22 August 1898. 
33ibid., 27 June and 22 August 1898. 
34ibid., 13 November 1899. 
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later complained bitterly of the rates set, but their 
representatives on the first Boot Board attempted to 
adjourn the fixing of apprentice and improver ratios until 
an attempt could be made to remove the provisions from the 
Act. 
Although VOBU official policy continued to support 
compulsory apprenticeship and the abolition of improvers, 
the Wages Boards had no power in these matters and the VOBU 
claim recognised this fact. The Boards had no power to make 
apprenticeship compulsory, nor to disallow improvers. The 
VOBU claim was that the minimum rate should be paid to 
those who had five years experience or were over 21. 
Apprenticeship was no longer to be the qualification for 
the journeyman's rate.^^ The union hoped to prevent 
replacement of men with boys by limiting improvers in the 
same way as apprentices; the ratio desired was one improver 
or apprentice to three men receiving the minimum wage.^^ 
Although the definitions of apprentices and improvers 
contained in the Act were unsatisfactory to unionists, and 
many indentures were worthless as guarantees that a boy 
would learn anything, the limitation provisions had 
afforded some protection to adult jobs. In 1901 however the 
Act was amended to allow young men to continue as 
improvers, receiving less than the adult minimiim, after 
they reached the age of 21. A licence from the Chief 
Inspector was necessary for this practice which was said to 
be far more common in the boot trade than in any other.^^ 
The Boards retained their power to limit apprentice 
numbers in relation to journeymen until 1903. When it was 
removed both the union and the Factories Inspector noted a 
sharp increase in the number of boys employed in the boot 
35Ibid, 12 July 1897; this attempt was quashed by the 
Board's chairman. 
36ibid., 23 January 1899. 
37ibid., 23 January 1899. 
38chief Inspector of Factories, Annual Report, 1900, p. 
16. 
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trade.35 The union response to this indicates the degree 
to which the VOBU had come to rely on legislative sanction 
for the enforcement of conditions. As manufacturers 
discharged adult workmen to replace them with boys a VOBU 
meeting urged the necessity of getting labour men into 
parliament 'to secure an amended Factories Act'."^ ® In 
1905 when it was proposed that the wages board legislation 
should finally become permanent a conference sponsored by 
the Trades Hall Council demanded amendments which would 
return control over apprentice numbers to the Boards. VOBU 
members endorsed this demand, but wondered whether it was 
wise to force the issue of amendments when it might mean 
risking the entire Act.'*^  
In 1901, when the limitation power still existed, VOBU 
representatives explained their views on apprenticeship to 
the Royal Commission on Technical Education. The 
apprenticeship issue did not only concern bootmakers; the 
Trades Hall Council had made constant representations to 
the government concerning the unsatisfactory nature of 
apprenticeship. As well, both employers and unionists were 
unhappy with the powers of the Wages Boards in this matter. 
A Royal Commission was convened in 189 9 to look at the 
whole issue of technical and manual training in Victoria. 
Evidence was taken on the methods adopted throughout Great 
Britain and Europe. The German system, in particular, 
received great attention. 
VOBU secretary Robert Solly described his own 
apprenticeship at great length before explaining the way he 
thought apprenticeship could and should operate in the 
modern Victorian factories. 
^^ibid., 1904, p. 37; the boot trade was apparently the 
only industry in which this occurred. 
40VOBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 2 February 1904. 
41ibid., 14 August 1905; the VOBU secretary was a 
delegate to this conference. 
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I served my time in the boot trade in the old 
country on Newcastle-on-Tyne. At that time there 
was very little machinery used, and, as a rule, 
the most competent man of the factory, the most 
practical man, was put over the apprentices. In 
that factory the apprentices would be lined on 
one bench; this man would supervise their work, 
and when anything went wrong he would point out 
what was wrong, and teach them generally the 
practical part of the business, and the fine 
points of the trade. The result was that 
competition took place between the apprentices as 
to who could make the best boot ... Today 
machinery has practically revolutionized the 
whole trade; the result is, a boy will be taken 
into a factory and he will be there by himself, 
with nobody to tell him whether he is right or 
wrong, and another boy will be in another part of 
the shop with nobody to tell him whether he is 
right or wrong, and no-one can tell the damage 
they will do in the factory unless this system is 
altered ... A boy did not do everything; he only 
learned a branch of the trade, that was the 
putting-up of the boot; he never touched the 
finishing or the cutting out of the upper ... I 
think, instead of having a boy to do one thing 
for three or four years, a boy should graduate 
from the lowest start, that is, putting in 
stiffeners; he would do brassing the boot, and 
then pulling over the boot, and then do the fine 
work; that would also apply to the finishing up 
of the boot ... you have to work in conjunction 
with the machinery. If a boy is putting in 
stiffeners ... for three or four years, he is 
[under the present system] entitled to the 
minimum wage. The result is the manufacturer can 
get another boy to take that boys place at 10s or 
15s a week, and he discharges that boy, who is 
turned out on the streets an unskilled workman. 
The only provision to make is for the boy to go 
through the proper course; have him properly 
indentured and apprenticed to a manufacturer, and 
the manufacturer should teach that boy his trade 
properly; then he would graduate from one branch 
to another until he was perfect in every branch. 
The advantages are twofold, to the manufacturer 
and the boy . . 
Solly went on to refer to the benefits of technical 
classes for apprentices, such as those taught at the 
'^^Royal Commission on Technical Education, Minutes of 
Evidence, pp. 458-9, in Victorian Parliamentary Papers, 
1901, vol. 3, no. 36. 
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Working Men's College. He complained however that the 
College did not restrict enrolment to those already working 
in the trade. Fees should not be levied on apprentices as 
the skill attained would eventually benefit the 
manufacturer, the employee getting only a 'bare existing 
wage'. 
Giving evidence on behalf of the Boot Manufacturers' 
Association, Thomas Harkness agreed that it was 
advantageous for workmen to have a general knowledge of the 
trade. Nevertheless his firm did not consider it worth 
while to train indentured apprentices; some boys were 
taught as improvers. To Harkness the division of labour in 
the trade made it impossible to train apprentices in the 
way suggested by Solly, except by a 'practically 
impossible' capital outlay to fit out the Working Men's 
College like a modern factory. He complained that the 
Working Men's College was useless because it taught only 
hand methods of production. 
William Kernot, chairman of the Victorian Association 
for the Promotion of Technical Education, replied to 
criticism of the Working Men's College. He said that those 
who had asked for the establishment of classes had wanted 
only hand work to be taught. 
We do not want the factory system; we do not want 
bootmaking by machinery. We want young men to be 
taught what they cannot be taught in a factory -
that is, to do hand work, so that they can go and 
settle in little up-country towns and make and 
mend boots with cheap simple appliances for the 
population there. 
43ibid., p. 577. 
'^^Ibid., pp. 576-7 ; Harkness said that his firm had 
ceased taking indentured apprentices in 1891 when the new 
Employers and Employees Act came into effect, practically 
reducing 'the apprenticeship indenture to a simple 
contract'. The Act had made all employment contracts civil, 
and no longer enforceable by imprisonment. 
45ibid., p. 578. 
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It must have been the union which made such requests, 
although they conflict with Solly's comment that 'you have 
to work in conjunction with the machinery'. Certainly the 
kind of independence implied here, the ability to 'go up 
country and take a seat at work', was much sought after in 
the 1880s. Men who left the union, to set up their own 
small businesses, were always heartily congratulated. 
Alternatively restriction to hand methods may have been a 
means of limiting competition once the Working Men's 
College refused to limit enrolments to those already in the 
trade. VOBU members saw technical instruction of this sort 
as an adjunct to shopfloor training, and it may be that 
instruction in hand methods was meant only to complement 
what apprentices should have been taught by their 
employers. Possibly the classes had simply failed to keep 
up with changing attitudes and production methods, and the 
VOBU would not have pushed for more modern classes once the 
College's policy of accepting all comers was known. 
Apprenticeship continued to be important to union 
members; together with piecework and wages policy it was to 
be integral to the union's decision to federate with the 
bootmaking unions in other states. In 1906, shortly after 
the formation of the Australian Boot Trade Employees' 
Federation, the Victorian branch wrote to the Queensland 
branch that 
the boy question and the ever increasing task 
system demand a remedy, if the law fails to find 
one then it is for this organisation to try and 
force one .. 
Wages, Piecework and the Task System 
Piecework, and the freedom to come and go as it suited 
46ABTEF Victorian Branch, Minutes of the General Meeting, 
9 April 1906. 
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had been the other side of the independence that 
apprenticeship and membership restrictions had been 
designed to protect in the early years of the VOBU. Whereas 
apprenticeship had crumbled over many years, and changes to 
the VOBU's membership had taken a long time, piecework 
collapsed almost overnight as employers made use of the 
Wages Board determination to virtually abolish a system 
they had been trying to do away with for years. The demise 
of piecework was a far greater shock to VOBU members than 
any of the mechanical innovations which occurred in this 
period. It had been clear from the early 1890s that 
employers meant to replace piecework with weekly wages, but 
the union had expected the Wages Board to solve this 
problem; log prices were to have legal force, and employers 
would be forced to pay uniform rates. Against these 
expectations, though, the effect of the Board was to hasten 
the end of piecework. 
Whereas apprenticeship had declined during the 1880s 
it was the advent of mechanisation in the making sectors of 
the trade in the early 1890s that threatened piecework. 
Employers claimed that it was impossible to work machinery 
on piecerates as they had no control over their employees 
or their output. Legally there was no reason why Victorian 
bootmakers paid so-called weekly wages could not have 
exercised the same freedom of movement in and out of the 
factory as pieceworkers had always done; seasonal and 
economic fluctuation in the industry meant that there were 
few weekly employees in the legal sense, for virtually 
47 The everyone suffered short time and irregular wages 
imposition of weekly wages, however, was often accompanied 
4"7The legal definition of a weekly servant required that 
he 'be paid only by the week, without deductions for lost 
time'. Cited in VOBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 11 
July 1899. Most Victorian bootmakers continued to be hired 
on an hourly basis until 1946. Irregular working hours and 
wages make an assessment of the Wages Board determination's 
impact on wage rates in the industry extremely difficult. 
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by a task system designed to prevent that freedom of 
movement as well as to cut labour costs. 
Union members sought to use the Wages Boards to 
protect traditional forms of payment in the late 1890s just 
as they had attempted to protect apprenticeship through the 
Board's limitation powers. VOBU meetings agreed that it 
would be necessary for the different classes of workers in 
the trade to meet and draw up their claims for the use of 
representatives on the Wages Board. The women, clickers and 
stuffcutters all opted for weekly wages, as did the 
finishers using machinery. Makers by hand and machinery and 
hand finishers wanted piecework. The only surprise was the 
machine finishers decision to seek weekly wages, a decision 
which was effectively overruled by VOBU members when it was 
decided that any person nominating with union support would 
be required to sign a pledge supporting piecework for all 
makers and finishers.Each group had also been asked to 
determine the age at which older members would be permitted 
to accept weekly wages below the set minimum, thus 
anticipating a major complaint of the employers; that older 
workers could not justify the payment of minimum wages. 
But employers were hostile to the Boards from the day 
the legislation was passed. There were many delays before 
the Boot Board finally met in March 1897 to begin fixing 
wages, and antagonism reigned from the very first meeting 
when members were unable to agree on a chairman, and became 
the only one of the elected boards for whom the Governor 
was forced to make an appointment. After the appointment of 
Mr John Keogh (a retired police magistrate) as chairman, 
most of the rest of that year was spent 'in trying to fix a 
determination which should not be bitterly objected to 
either by masters or men'.^® A minimum wage was fixed 
'^ SyOBU Minutes of General Meeting, 11 January 1897 . 
49ibid., 27 and 31 July, 7, 12 and 14 August 1896, and 11 
January 1897. 
SOReeves, p. 58. 
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very quickly, at £2 5s but the Board then bogged down in 
negotiations on piece rates and apprentice limitation. In 
July 1897, only a fortnight after their attempt to have 
apprentice limitation deferred indefinitely, the employer 
representatives threatened to resign rather than fix piece 
rates for machine work. This would have denied the trade a 
determination until a new Board could be convened. VOBU 
nominees were instructed to adhere to their demand for 
piecework.^^ 
While the piecework log was being negotiated the 
Australian Storekeepers Journal alleged that old and slow 
workmen would be discharged if the determination was 
brought into effect and that "the conditions imposed will 
eventually ruin many of the smaller men'.^^ In April it 
was claimed that 
no one in his heart believes that the socialistic 
experiment of a minimum wage will succeed.^^ 
A determination was reached, nevertheless; although as the 
chairman later told a Royal Commission appointed to 
investigate the workings of the Factories and Shops Act it 
would be misleading to call it an agreement. A weekly 
minimum wage of 45/- was fixed for adult males, and a 
piecerate list incorporating over one thousand items was 
issued. But 'in the majority of items the rate had to be 
fixed by the chairmanImmediately the manufacturers 
protested against the determination, requesting that the 
Chief Secretary refuse to gazette it. In their letter the 
Boot Manufacturers Association said that 45/- was too high 
SlyOBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 26 July 1897. 
52;^ SJ March 1897, vol. 3, no. 3. p. 75. 
53ASJ, April 1897, vol. 3, no. 4, p. 108. 
S^Royal Commission on the operation of the factories and 
shops law of Victoria, Minutes of Evidence, John Keogh, 
chairman of the original Boot Board, p. 320. 
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in view of the effect that this minimum wage will 
have upon the inefficient, the aged, and the slow 
workman ... It may be contended that the 
inefficient, the aged, and the slow workman can 
be put on piecework, but we can assure you that 
the piece-work system has been abandoned in 
nearly all the factories in Melbourne and 
throughout the colony where machinery has been 
introduced ... The Manufacturers are compelled to 
point out in the strongest terms to you that the 
piecework rates as a whole fixed by the Board are 
so high that the effect will be to abolish 
piecework altogether, and substitute for it the 
weekly system. Further, high piece work rates 
will lead to a more general introduction of 
machinery.^^ 
These two complaints against the wages board determination 
the plight of old and slow workmen, and the disappearance 
of piecework - became the constant refrain of the 
manufacturers as they pursued their aim to have the 
legislation guashed or, if that failed, to restrict the 
powers of the boards. 
The Chief Secretary refused to gazette the 
determination, which was returned to the Board for further 
consideration. The Manufacturers Association claimed that 
the new rates would cause the introduction of the team 
system and constituted a danger to the colony's export 
trade.^^ Warnings of the effects of this determination on 
the old and slow, and of the end of piecework ran through 
all the evidence given to the amending board - Thomas 
Harkness admitted that piecework was doomed anyway but said 
that it would not 'die a natural death' under the new rates 
but would suddenly disappear. 
S^Letter from the Boot Manufacturers Association to the 
Chief Secretary, 28 August 1897. In Wages Board records, 
Victorian PRO. 
S^Letter from the Boot Manufacturer's Association to the 
Chief Secretary, 28 August 1897; held in Wages Board files. 
S^Thom.as Harkness, in evidence to the amending board, 18 
October 1897. 
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On 4 November 189 7 the Board reduced the 4 5/- minimum 
to 40/- for clickers, and 36/- for other adult men; the 
piece rates were not altered, and so continued to be based 
on a 45/- minimum. The employers were, of course, pleased 
with the reductions but suggested that they had allowed the 
piece rates to remain as they were in return for a 
reduction in the weekly wage ^even knowing it would throw 
many men out of work'.^^ The original determination had 
been fixed by the chairman's casting vote: 
on the first occasion the employers proposed that 
the lowest rate should be 30s. per week, and the 
employees proposed that the rate should be 3.1 
knew very little about the trade, and I fixed it 
between the two - I split the difference and made 
it 2 5s ... In almost every instance they threw 
the onus upon me of fixing the rate of either the 
weekly wage or the piece-work rate. They could 
not come together; they were as far apart as the 
two poles, and they could only come together in 
some small unimportant items - in the majority of 
items the rate had to be fixed by the 
chairman.^^ 
When the determination was reduced the deciding vote was 
again cast by the chairman, who stated that if the 45/-
minimxim were applied men would be forced out of the 
factories, more machinery would be introduced, and the 
intercolonial trade would be crippled. The effect would be 
to increase sweating, not to end it as had been the 
intention of the Act.^ '^  
As a result of VOBU complaints that the reduced 
minimum was not sufficient to live on if lost time was 
taken into account, the Chief Secretary ordered the Board 
^^Letter from the BMA to the Chief Secretary, 16 November 
1897; held in Wages Board files. 
59Royal Commission on the operation of the factories and 
shops law of Victoria, Minutes of Evidence, John Keogh, 
chairman of the original Boot Board, p. 320, in Victorian 
Parliamentary Papers, 1902/3, vol. 2. 
^^Minutes of the Boot Board, 4 November 1897. 
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to reconsider yet again.^^ Prior to the first reduction 
the union had offered to accept a minimum of 2 for men 
over the age of 50 but this was rejected. Now they agreed 
to accept a general minimum of 42/- with proportional cuts 
in the piece rates but the employers, knowing they had the 
upper hand, rejected this together with a further offer to 
accept a 2 minimum and cuts in some of the piecerates. 
Hoping to reduce the piecerates to the 1894 prices the 
employers offered in return to increase the minimum. Worker 
representatives refused to accept this, and the board 
simply reissued its amended determination without further 
change.Immediately the determination took effect there 
were complaints from the union that employers were 
dismissing old and slow workmen, forcing men on to weekly 
wages, and introducing task systems.^^ In May 1898, after 
only six months under the amended determination the Board 
raised the minimum to 42/- and began to consider bringing 
the piecework rates into line with the new 4 2/-
minimxim.®"^  Samuel King, a manufacturer, explained that 
when the original rate was cut to 3 6/- the manufacturers 
promised that, if this was done, they would not discharge 
any men. The reduction was made, and shortly afterwards it 
was proved to the Board that the employers were indeed 
discharging workers. Presximably this was sufficient to have 
the chairman return his casting vote to the side of the 
workmen.^^ 
Clearly there was very little conciliatory spirit in 
operation on the Boot Board. Neither side was willing to 
compromise and, de facto, the board was forced to take on 
the role of compulsory arbitration. In attempting to appeal 
to the anti-sweating sentiment which had fostered the 
SlvOBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 29 November 1897. 
S^ibid., 1 November and 20 December 1897. 
63ibid., 6 and 10 January 1898 
64see Australian Leather Journal, vol. 1, no. 1, May 
1898, p. 10. 65i901 royal Commission, Minutes of Evidence, p. 398. 
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creation of the wages boards in the first place the 
employers tried to split the ranks of the workmen by 
suggesting that unemployment, increased mechanisation and 
the abandonment of piecework had resulted from the 
Factories Act. 
The introduction of task systems by many employers was 
chiefly responsible for the demise of piecework, and for 
the dismissals of old and slow workers in favour of faster 
men who could earn more money "for their employers. When the 
union had been able to insist that its members were paid 
piecerates, there had been little or no opportunity for 
employers to enforce speed-ups or production quotas. 
Manufacturers were required to increase their workforce if 
they wished to increase production levels, and there had 
been little incentive to keep the workforce small as men 
were paid only for what they produced. VOBU members firmly 
believed that piecework should be used to spread the 
available work among a larger number of men. In January 
1898, they had resolved that 
piecework is the only way that all the operatives 
can secure employment and ... if some men accept 
weekly wages the old and slow men must walk about 
and starve ... 
Clearly the task system gave employers the opportunity to 
increase production whilst lowering wages. As Angus 
McLachlan pointed out to a Royal Commission this was an 
evasion of the spirit of the Factories Act as well as an 
admission that piecework was the most suitable means of 
paym.ent in the trade. Older or slower men who could not 
work at the required speed were dismissed because they had 
to be paid at the legal piecerates which were higher than 
the disguised piecerates of task work. 
S^vOBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 6 January 1898. 
^'^Royal Commission on the operation of the factories and 
shops law. Minutes of Evidence, pp. 347-8. 
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In theory there had been nothing to prevent employers 
introducing task systems earlier, and union minutes refer 
to such attempts as early as 1884.^^ From the early 1890s 
the union had been forced to concede weekly wages on 
machinery in many instances and would have been unable to 
offer much support to members refusing task work. 
Introduction of the Wages Boards seemed to mark the 
beginning of a unified attempt by employers to abolish 
piecework and institute greater control over their workers. 
The Board's determination gave them the opportunity to 
force men on to low weekly wages while claiming that they 
were abiding by the Act in paying a legal minimum wage. In 
permitting a choice of payment by weekly wages or piecework 
the Wages Board paved the way for the introduction of the 
task system. 
The VOBU's original response to task work had been to 
demand that the minimum wage be raised to a level 
competitive with the piece rates, or that piecework be made 
compulsory in making and finishing.^^ Although they were 
later prepared to accept the lowering of piece rates in an 
attempt to save piecework from oblivion it was not long 
before there were further complaints. Union officials had 
urged their members to accept the reductions, claiming that 
the new prices 'would give more satisfaction', and asking 
members to give it a fair trial. But piecework was not 
saved and men were still being dismissed. With the piece 
rates now based on the weekly wage employers could not 
legitimately claim that piece rates were too expensive 
without admitting that they had used weekly wages to 
enforce speed-ups. Nor could they claim that piecework was 
^^VOBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 7 November 1884, 
when finishers in one factory were put on weekly wages with 
a set task. 
69VOBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 6 January, 7 and 
15 February, 14 March 1898; also Aqe 15 February 1898. 
"^ OvOBU Minutes of General Meeting, 11 July 1898. 
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incompatible with machinery as the task system they had 
imposed was recognisably based on piecework. In July 1899 
the VOBU formed a deputation to the Chief Secretary 
requesting that he make piecework compulsory in the making 
and finishing branches, but when their complaints were 
forwarded to the Wages Board the employers countered them 
^on the ground of its being impracticable and if practical 
undesirable'"^^ Manufacturers claimed that the paperwork 
involved in administering piecework on machines would take 
longer than the actual work and the Chairman, who had 
admitted that he did not understand the technicalities of 
the trade, refused to vote with the workers.^^ 
In December 1900, when nominations were called for a 
new Board, union members resolved on a definite attempt to 
abolish the task system. By this time, of 3020 men in the 
factories, only 275 were being paid piecerates. 
Meetings discussed the issue of piecework and weekly wages 
and, once again, declared themselves in favour of piecework 
for making and f inishing. Discontent with the Wages 
Board was growing: in 189 8, when Chief Secretary Peacock 
suggested that 'the agitation of the bootmakers was tending 
to defeat the act', the union's President had 
advised men to limit their declamations against 
the act. It was by causing discontent amongst the 
workers that the employers hoped to ultimately 
defeat it.'^ ^ 
James Bennett, the union's president and an 'old man' 
himself, referred to the 'bogey of the old man', telling 
the 1901 Royal Commission that 
•^llbid., 11 July, 21 August, 16 October 1899 . 
'72ibid., 16 October 1899; Royal Commission on factories 
and shops laws. Minutes of Evidence, p. 320. 
'7 3vOBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 10 December 1900, 
Chief Inspector of Factories, Annual Report, 1900, p. 33. 
"^^VOBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 4 February 1901; 
Royal Commission on factories and shops laws, Minutes of 
Evidence, pp. 332, 348. 75Argus, 8 March 1898; M©/ 15 February 1898. 
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at all our sittings [on the wages board], in 
season and out of season, the 'old man' has been 
trotted out - that the Act has been injurious to 
the old man.^^ 
Another witness told the Commission that 'it appears a sort 
of parrot-cry that they have got hold of with regard to our 
trade' 
Unhappy with what it had been able to achieve under 
the Wages Boards the union now declared itself in favour of 
the Commonwealth taking control of all industrial affairs 
from the States; 'not only ... the sanitary conditions ... 
but ... the hours and wages of all labour in the 
Commonwealth'8 Dissatisfaction with the Wages Board 
resulted from the introduction of task systems and the 
delays which characterised a system of seemingly 
interminable meetings. As well national uniformity was seen 
to be within reach with intercolonial free trade shortly to 
be implemented. Long standing concerns about apprenticeship 
and boy labour were also of great importance in the steps 
the union took to federate with boot trade unions in other 
states to give themselves access to the new Commonwealth 
Court of Conciliation and Arbitration. 
Federation and Arbitration 
An argument consistently used by Victorian employers 
against the operations of wages boards in that state was 
that high minimum wages in Victoria handicapped them in 
their competition with manufacturers in other states. 
761901 Royal Commission, Minutes of Evidence, p. 216. 
'7'7i901 Royal Commission, Minutes of Evidence, p. 325. 
78v0BU Minutes of the General Meeting, 1 October 1901. 
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Federation of the Australian colonies, and the consequent 
imposition of intercolonial free trade, brought this 
issue more to the fore. Witness after witness told the 1901 
Royal Commission that, if they had to be bound by such 
onerous laws, then they should apply throughout the 
Coimnonwealth placing all employers on the same footing. 
John Bedggood, for example, said that 
our legislators have lost sight of the fact that 
we are only a part of the whole of the Australian 
Commonwealth 
The possible loss of interstate trade had been one of the 
factors which induced the Chief Secretary to return the 
original Boot Board determination in 1897, and had been 
cited by the chairman of the Board as a factor influencing 
his reduction of the minimum from 45/- to 36/-. 
In 1901 the Australian Leather Journal reported that 
Victorian manufacturers were alarmed at the prospect of 
losing their trade to New South Wales on the removal of 
interstate duties.^^ As far as they were concerned there 
were only two possible remedies for this situation: the 
first, and to most employers the preferable alternative, 
was to abolish the wages boards. The second was to extend 
the system to cover the whole of the Commonwealth. Sensing 
that the abolition of the wages board system was unlikely a 
combined deputation from the Master Tanners Association and 
the Boot Manufacturers Association told the federal 
Minister for Trade and Customs in 1901 that, although they 
were opposed to both wages boards and arbitration courts, 
they felt that the federal system might present the lesser 
of two evils because it would not discriminate amongst 
"791901 Royal Commission, Minutes of Evidence, John 
Bedggood, p. 29 6. 
80i901 Royal Commission, Minutes of Evidence, p. 297; see 
also the evidence of Samuel King, p. 399. Much of the 
evidence taken before this inquiry was concerned with wages 
and the state of trade in NSW, in an attempt to show that 
the wages board determinations would handicap Victorian 
manufacturers when free trade was imposed. 
SIALJ, August 1901, p. 193. 
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e m p l o y e r s . I n 1903 the Report of the Royal Commission 
into the Factories Act in Victoria recommended that 
compulsory arbitration should replace the wages boards in 
that state. Boot manufacturers declared themselves in 
favour of voluntary arbitration, blaming the hostility 
between employers and employees on the Factories Act. 
Before the passing of the Act, they claimed, "there was 
generally a good understanding ... There was mutual trust, 
which was rarely misplaced^^ 
Their employees strongly favoured the extension to the 
Commonwealth of industrial relations powers, and their 
search for "fair and just conditions so long denied' was to 
take VOBU members to the new Commonwealth Conciliation and 
Arbitration Court. Bootmakers considered themselves skilled 
tradesmen, entitled to the same respect and recognition as 
other skilled tradesmen. Wages in the trade were 
effectively kept down in both Victoria and New South Wales 
by employer arguments about interstate competition and it 
was hoped that the Commonwealth Court, believed to be 
empowered to fix wages and conditions without reference to 
state boundaries, would raise wages and provide improved 
conditions. Growing Victorian discontent with the 
"settled policy' of support for protective tariffs was 
expressed in 19 02 when a VOBU member complained that 
the leaders of the union were paying too much 
attention to protection ... a reasonable wage 
should be fixed in any case.^^ 
Many union members were coming to believe that the benefits 
of protection were all on the side of the manufacturers, 
and that the gains were not being passed on to the wage 
earners. Although the minim\im wage was raised from 2 2s 
82ALJ, July 1901, vol. 4, no. 3, p. 129. 
83alJ, March 1903, pp. 736-7; May 1903, p. 3. 
S^ABTEF Victorian Branch, Minutes of the General Meeting, 
8 March 1907. 
85v0BU Minutes of the General Meeting, 3 March 1902. 
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to £2 5s the union protested that the sum 'was insufficient 
... [for] the skill and workmanship required'.®^ It was 
not just in the area of wages, however, that the Wages 
Board had denied bootmakers what they saw as the rights of 
skilled workers; piecework had been effectively abolished 
and apprenticeship was rapidly becoming a farce. Men could 
not exercise the independence they believed to be 
characteristic of craftsmen under the conditions fostered 
by the Boot Board. 
In 1904 the Conciliation and Arbitration Bill was 
introduced into Federal parliament, and the manufacturers 
were forced to reassess their attitudes to the wages 
boards. Under s. 51(35) of the constitution the Commonwealth 
had power to make laws with respect to 'conciliation and 
arbitration for the prevention and settlement of industrial 
disputes extending beyond the limits of any one State'. 
Employers opposed the Act, having suddenly discovered the 
merits of the Wages Board system under which Victoria had 
been operating since 1897.^^ In 1905, only three months 
after the boot trade unions of Victoria, New South Wales, 
South Australia and Queensland announced their intention to 
form a federal organisation to be known as the Australian 
Boot Trade Employees Federation, the Australian Leather 
Journal claimed that 
the advent of the proposed bill to amend the 
[NSW] Arbitration Act is being eagerly looked for 
The general impression is that the chief 
alterations will be based on the Wages Board 
system, which has been found to work so well in 
Victoria."^ 
Later that year, after the NSW government had announced its 
intention to institute a system of wages boards, it was 
claimed that, although the unions would have preferred to 
see the Arbitration Court strengthened, 
86Ibid., 17 March 19 02. 
87see Australian Leather Journal, March 1904, p. 795. 
88ALJ/ August 1905, p. 213. Emphasis added. 
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experience has proved that nothing but a Wages Board, 
as in Victoria, composed of experts would meet the 
case. Every satisfaction ... had been given in the 
south, and there had not been a threat of a strike 
since the establishment of the Board. 
Union federation, thought necessary for registration 
under the Conciliation and Arbitration Act, had been a long 
standing aim of the VOBU. Until the early 1890s however, 
the union had not had sufficient long term stability to be 
able to steer the process to an end. Even now federation 
did not come about quickly or easily: a scheme was adopted 
by delegates from New South Wages, Victoria, Queensland, 
South Australia and possibly Western Australia, in 1902 but 
it was not until 19 08 that the Australian Boot Trade 
Employees Federation achieved federal registration.^^ In 
the meantime the New South Wales unions had withdrawn their 
support, arguing between themselves as to which of them 
should constitute the New South Wales branch, and with 
Victoria over where the federal office should be situated. 
The Queensland union had become so disorganised that it was 
doubtful whether it would be able to join the 
Federation.^^ The trouble in New South Wales held up 
federal registration and Federal Council eventually ordered 
the three New South Wales unions to amalgamate within two 
months into a single organisation acceptable to both the 
Federal Council and the Industrial R e g i s t r a r . 
Registration under the Commonwealth Conciliation and 
Arbitration Act of 1904 was granted to the ABTEF on 5 May 
89alJ, October 1905, p. 389. Note that the Victorian Act 
did not prohibit strikes or industrial action, and imposed 
no sanctions on workers who took such action. 
90VOBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 13 May and 23 June 
1902; Certificate of Registration, 5 May 1908, held in 
Registrar's Files, Australian Conciliation and Arbitration 
Commission, Melbourne. 
^IvOBU Minutes of the General Meeting, 24 November and 8 
December 1902, 5 January, 16 February, 8 June, 28 September 
and 26 October 1903, 9 May and 20 June 1904. 
92Minutes of the Third Annual Federal Council Meeting, 
Sydney, December 1907. 
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19 08. Branches of the union were registered in Victoria, 
New South Wales, Queensland and South Australia. The 
Brisbane Federal Council Annual Meeting of April 1909 was 
the fourth but the first to be held after registration was 
granted. It took immediate steps to initiate a case before 
the Conciliation and Arbitration Court. That the existence 
of the Arbitration Court was instrumental in bringing about 
federation is evident in the fact that the meeting had been 
postponed for four months in the expectation that a 
decision would have been reached in the Timber Yard 
Employees case. The meeting was eventually scheduled for 
Easter 1909 in the hope that, by then, the Timber Workers 
case would be sufficiently advanced to offer some 
guidance.^^ It was felt that further delay should be 
avoided 
owing to the number of unions that are 
dissatisfied with their State Tribunals taking 
steps to get to the Federal Court. 
Although the employers had claimed that all parties 
were satisfied with the workings of the Wages Boards, the 
level of hostility between capital and labour in the boot 
trade had increased markedly between 1905 and 1909. In 1906 
the Boot Manufacturers Association announced its intention 
to fight the validity of 'union labels' being registered 
under the Trademarks Act, as well as to oppose the passing 
of the Anti-Trusts Bill, the passage of which would prevent 
much of the machinery used in the trade from being brought 
into the country. Employees in the trade were in favour 
^^This was a particularly important case, as the High 
Court was asked to rule on whether or not the Conciliation 
and Arbitration Court had power to make an award in an area 
where a state tribunal also had jurisdiction; if the answer 
to this question had been negative the ABTEF would have 
been unable to proceed with its claim. See 8 CLR for the 
High Court ruling, also G. Sawer, Australian Federalism in 
the Courts, 1967, pp. 82-85. 
ABTEF Victorian Branch, Minutes of the General Meeting, 
2 November 1908, 8 March 1909. 
- 1 6 6 -
of both these measures.^^ When reporting that the 
Victorian branch of the ABTEF had applied for registration 
with the Commonwealth Court the Australian Leather Journal 
conceded that a uniform rate of wages should exist 
throughout the Commonwealth although it still did not 
favour the use of the Arbitration Court.^^ In May 1908 
the ABTEF itself was granted registration, and in 1909 the 
case of the Australian Boot Trade Employees Federation v 
Whybrow and others was filed. 
Why 1909? 
When the ABTEF drew up the claim it would present to 
the Coiranonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Court, the 
boot trade was very different from the way it had been when 
the VOBU was formed in 1879. Although it was then already 
well established as a factory trade only 47% of the male 
bootworkers listed in the 1881 Census were fac-^ ory 
9 5ALJ, April 1906, pp. 854-5; May 1906, p. 50; July 1906, 
p. 185. The ^union label' advised that the product was 
produced by union labour and was similar to those 
provisions of the Victorian Factories Act which reguired 
that furniture be stamped as a guarantee that it had been 
made by European, not Chinese, labour. The machinery which 
would have been excluded by the Anti-Trust Act was mostly 
imported from the US on a "royalty' basis. The leases had 
clauses stating that no machinery provided by any other 
company could be used in conjunction with the leased 
machinery. The Report of the Factory Inspector for 1906 
notes the employees concern that these machines would cause 
unemployment and should be prevented from entering the 
country (p. 15). In the same year evidence was given to the 
Royal Commission into the Customs and Excise Tariff that 
these lease conditions prevented local mechanics and 
manufacturers from developing machinery for use in the 
trade. Thomas Harkness, a Victorian employer said that a 
local mechanic couldn't invent a series of new machines 
without running into patent troubles. If he perfected only 
certain appliances 'than he may find that if the new 
machine is connected with the work done by one of these 
series of machines he cannot get in'. See Minutes of 
Evidence, p. 171. 
August 1906, p. 244. 
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workers.^"^ By 1901 71% of males in the Victorian boot 
trade were employed in factories. Although the 1911 Census 
figures show a drop in the percentage of factory workers 
employed in the Victorian boot trade, I do not believe that 
these figures show the true picture.^^ By 1909 the 
proportion of male factory workers had risen from the 47% 
of 1881 to at least the 71% reached in 1901. 
Although the size of the average factory's workforce 
had remained almost constant between 1881 and 19 09 the 
number of factories had increased by approximately 50%, 
from 89 to 136.^^ But the biggest changes for bootmakers 
and particularly for VOBU members, was not in the increased 
number of factories, but in the increased number of women 
and boys employed in them and in the changes in the way 
work was performed. In 1881 women had been less than one 
quarter of the factory workforce; in 1909 they were almost 
38%. The reasons for these changes in the composition of 
the workforce lay in the mechanisation of the VOBU trades 
of making and finishing. 
^^Victorian Statistical Register, 1881, Victorian Census, 
1881; for the reasons stated in Appendix A Census figures 
on female bootworkers are consistently unreliable, and no 
basis of comparison with factory figures is available. 
^^Although the Factory Inspector's figures for 1911 show 
a slight drop in male employment in boot factories from the 
previous year it seems reasonable to expect that the 
percentage of factory workers of all males in the trade 
would have increased or remained static. This is not borne 
out by the census figures, which show a drop from 71% to 
52%. For the reasons stated in Appendix A I prefer to 
accept the Factory Inspector's figures as the most reliable 
for this period; reliance on these figures for 1911 is 
further justified by two facts. Firstly, they correspond 
very closely to those given in the Victorian Statistical 
Register; secondly, 1911 was the year in which Victorian 
Census figures were replaced by Commonwealth Census figures 
which included all people engaged in the trade, whether as 
employers, employees or self employed - the Victorian 
figures had referred only to wage earners. 
99victorian ' Statistical Register figures are used in this 
instance for consistency; the Factory Inspector lists 132 
factories in 1909. 
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Mechanisation had touched every branch of the trade by 
1909 but the effects were different in each case. Although 
the work of clickers was not mechanised in this period the 
mechanisation of later stages of the production process 
meant that they were required to produce more uppers to 
keep up with the demands of the making and finishing 
departments. Employers responded to the bottleneck in 
clicking departments by subdividing the job, where 
possible, and employing increased numbers of boys. 
Stuffcutting work (the cutting of lining pieces) was given 
to boys, and was sometimes mechanised with the use of 
cutting presses. The cutting of uppers was subdivided so 
that boys could be employed cutting tongues or other pieces 
that did not have to come from high quality leather. 
Women's work had hardly changed since the introduction 
of the treadle sewing machine in the 1860s, in the earliest 
days of the factory trade. Although there had been a few 
efforts to employ women as machine operators in making and 
finishing, their increased presence was largely due to the 
need to keep up with the demand for closed uppers where 
making and finishing had been mechanised, and to the 
proportionately smaller numbers of men required to work the 
new machines in the making and finishing departments. The 
NSW boot unions were to fight a case in the NSW Arbitration 
Court in 1911 to prevent employers using women to operate a 
new skiving machine, but the majority of women continued to 
work as fitters and closers; some were also employed to 
clean and pack the finished shoes.Victorian union 
Edna Ryan, Two Thirds of a Man; Woman and Arbitration 
in New South Wales 1902-08, pp. 43. Previously this work 
had been split beteween men and women, with women 
undertaking the skiving of upper leather on the Amazon 
machine and men retaining the skiving of sole leather on 
the Scott machine. In 1911 thefortuna skiver, which could 
do both tasks, was introduced. Employers wanted to employ 
women to do this work and the NSW unions objected. The 
Victorian union said women could work this machine if paid 
at male rates. 
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minutes for this period make no mention of women moving 
into jobs that had been done by men, or of employer 
attempts to hire women to work new machinery. 
In the making departments there were major changes; 
the introduction of machines for lasting and welt sewing 
was followed by a host of ancillary machines which came 
into use as a result.^^^ Sole sewing machines had been 
introduced in 1876 but the next mechanisation of the making 
process did not occur until the 1890s, when lasting 
machines and the Goodyear welt-sewing machines were 
introduced. The early lasting machines were not entirely 
successful, and it was some time before the improvements 
were made that allowed them to be accepted as satisfactory. 
Much lasting work continued to be done by hand until well 
into this century. 
Unlike the lasting machines, the Goodyear machines 
were quickly accepted; on them a competent workman could 
turn out high quality boots at great speed. The Goodyear 
system was progressively improved, and new machines were 
developed to be used in conjunction with the welt-sewer; 
bottom-filling machines and channel opening machines, for 
example, were used in the preparation of the shoe for welt 
sewing, and in the work that followed. The Goodyear system 
allowed the production of high quality, flexible, light 
shoes and was used in the production of the more expensive 
shoes, particularly ladies fashion shoes. It was not suited 
to the production of heavy boots or work shoes, and the 
stitching used was liable to deteriorate after exposure to 
wet or damp conditions. 
lO^Lacing machines, for example, would lace the upper of 
a laced shoe to a specified tension so that it would hold 
the shape of the last when lasted. 
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For less expensive shoes, or for some of the heavier 
work boots, manufacturers tended to use the Blake 
sole-sewing machines which had been introduced in 1876. 
Boots and shoes produced on the Blake machines were not as 
light or flexible but stood up better to heavy wear. As 
with the Goodyear system the Blake machine was complemented 
by a series of other machines designed to be used in 
conjunction with it; the Blake system continued in use 
because many manufacturers had already made large 
investments in it before the Goodyear machinery became 
available. Machines used for each system were incompatible 
with those for the other, and leasing arrangements 
specifically prohibited manufacturers from using other 
machines in conjunction with those they were leasing. 
Advertisements for the Blake system stressed its 
suitability for all kinds of boots and shoes. 
Although the Blake company advertised that its 
machinery was suitable for all kinds of work the heaviest 
work boots still tended to be made by hand in 1909. At the 
other end of the scale slippers and children's shoes were 
also made largely by hand; these items needed to be light 
and flexible but the prices obtainable for them were often 
not sufficient to encourage manufacturers to invest in the 
expensive Goodyear machinery. 
Finishing had also been largely machanised by 1909. 
Heeling machines, which attached the heel to the sole, were 
introduced in the early 1890s. A range of buffing, 
polishing, shaping and paring machines were developed; at 
first each machine carried out a single process. By 1909 
combination machines had been developed on which an 
operator could scour and polish heels and soles, and pare 
edges and heels; the machines had a grinder which could be 
used to grind its own paring and cutting tools, and were 
fitted with blowers to remove dust. The combination 
machines were used in only a few factories by 1909, but the 
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separate machines, carrying out individually all of the 
functions of the combination machines, were in widespread 
use. 
Introduction of the finishing machines had led to 
lowered wage rates for finishers, and the replacement of 
adult men with boys in many cases. The making machinery, 
though, had often allowed makers to earn more than they had 
done when working by hand, and Goodyear workers often 
earned the highest wages among makers. The effective use of 
much of the making machinery still required a knowledge of 
bootmaking and of leather, and the ABTEF's 1909 claim 
recognised this when four branches of making were accepted 
as satisfactory bases for apprenticeship; Goodyear work, 
welted or Blake-sewn work, pumped work and pegged or 
rivetted work. Finishing was to be taught as a separate and 
complete branch. 
The social structure of the boot factories had altered 
greatly since 1879, and workers experiences of the labour 
process tended to be less circumscribed by age, gender and 
training than they had been. While there were still clear 
distinctions between mens jobs and womens jobs and, in some 
cases, between mens jobs and boys jobs the experiences of 
boot workers within the factory tended to be much more 
alike in 1909 than they had been only thirty years before. 
Many of the factors which had created the differences 
between workers, such as whether they worked in or out of 
the factory and were paid time or piece rates, had 
disappeared. Mechanisation had brought almost all workers 
into the factory and subjected them to factory discipline, 
and manufacturers had successfully replaced piece work with 
task work in most instances. Certainly among the 
traditional VOBU pieceworkers, the makers and finishers, 
there were very few who in 1909 were not working on weekly 
wages or taskwork. The few outworkers and pieceworkers 
still working in the trade tended to be female machinists 
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and old men who eked out an existence for themselves after 
they had ceased to be useful in the factories. 
The status attaching to the trained journeyman was 
largely lost with the subdivision of jobs and the 
consequent decline in training needed or provided to 
perform subdivided jobs. Few workers were formally 
apprenticed in the years preceding 1903, when the Wages 
Boards lost their power to limit the numbers of apprentices 
employed, and the informal training received by most of 
those entering the trade tended to be narrowly restrictive. 
Girls were usually trained to be machinists, a field in 
which they could nearly always find work, but even those 
boys who were legally indentured (especially after 1903) 
were often trained in such narrow skills that there was no 
chance for them to earn tradesman's wages in adulthood. Men 
who left the union in the first decade of the twentieth 
century did so, not with the congratulations of their 
comrades to set up their own shops, but to become unskilled 
workers in other trades. 
The exceptions, who retained most of their skilled 
status, were the clickers. Clicking had largely escaped 
mechanisation and, because they had been factory workers on 
time rates since the earliest days of the factory trade, 
clickers did not suffer the same sense of decline as did 
the makers and finishers. Nevertheless, speed-ups and 
subdivision did occur in clicking work, resulting in the 
greater employment of untrained or narrowly trained boys 
and men. 
The status of women within the trade also remained 
much the same as it had. There was a greater presence of 
women and girls in the factories, but the jobs open to them 
continued to be strictly limited. Because their jobs had 
not changed or been subdivided or mechanised since the 
1870s the women continued to fill the same position they 
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had held since then. Many were highly skilled, but wages 
were still much lower than those for men. They had been 
deemed eligible for union membership in 1896 but few had 
joined the ABTEF by 1909, and little effort seems to have 
been made to encourage them to join. While the men were 
probably more accustomed in 19 09 to the presence of women 
in those areas of the factories where they were allowed to 
work there is little evidence that they accepted their 
rights to work or to be represented by the union in any 
greater degree than they had done in 1879. 
Although there continued to exist strict demarcations 
between womens work and mens work, and some groups like the 
clickers continued to enjoy status over other workers, it 
is undeniable that the boot trade workforce of 1909 had 
more in common than it had in 1879. This commonality, and 
the differences where they still existed, is well 
illustrated by the case the union fought in 1909; a case 
very different to any that would have been possible even 
ten years before. In part the timing of the ABTEF claim 
before the Conciliation and Arbitration Court is due to the 
existence of the Court itself. Without the existence of the 
Court and its powers union federation may not have been 
achieved until much later, and clearly a case could not be 
put to a court that did not exist. But more important in 
the creation of the claim that was eventually put were the 
changes in work practices which had occurred, particularly 
in the years since 1896, and the increasingly common work 
experiences of the boot trade workforce. 
^Everything is disputed - the 1909 Arbitration Case 
The 1909 arbitration case was long, complicated and 
costly; evidence was heard in four states over a period of 
five weeks. Judgement was followed by three High Court 
cases - one on a case stated by Mr Justice Higgins, and two 
appeals by the employers. It was not until December 1910, 
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fifteen months after the commencement of the original 
hearing, that the case was finally concluded. Aside from 
confirming the dislike of boot manufacturers toward the 
Commonwealth powers of conciliation and arbitration,^®^ 
the case had an important outcome for the Victorian wages 
board system in that employers successfully appealed to 
have the power of apprenticeship limitation returned to the 
wages boards in September 1910. 
It is particularly ironic that this case, more than 
any other before it, should cause employers to favour the 
wages board system because it was the ABTEF's perception of 
that system as unsatisfactory which led it to federate, 
seek registration and, finally, file a case in the 
Coiranonwealth Court. 
A classic 'paper dispute', the case originated in a 
letter of demand which the union circulated to those 
employers it had decided to cite as respondents.^^^ 
Employers were informed that failure to reply by a 
specified date would be treated as refusal, and that, 
consequently, a case would be made before the Court.^^^ 
Counsel for the ABTEF told Mr Justice Higgins that the 
union had approached federation with the deliberate intent 
of obtaining an award from the Court. He said that 
there were state tribunals dealing with the trade 
in each State, and ... all practically admitted 
that they were unable to frame equitable conditions 
for the trade owing to the strong element of 
inter-state competition which existed ... In New 
South Wales ... His Honor Mr Justice Haydon ... 
practically stated that he was unable to fix what 
he considered equitable conditions owing to the 
strong case the employers submitted to him on 
lO^Boot trade employers had followed closely the results 
of earlier cases in the court. See ALJ, June 15 1909, for a 
discussion of the Sawmillers case. 
each of the four states (Victoria, NSW, Queensland 
and South Australia) the largest manufacturers were cited, 
and 80% of the employees were included in this coverage. 
10^4 CAR at 5; MJJ, July 1909. 
-175-
inter-state competition. He went so far as to fix a 
minimxim wage of £2.14.0 for a week ... to be 
operative only in the event of the same standard 
being reached in the other States 
The claim submitted to the employers was drawn up by 
the Fourth Federal Council Meeting in Brisbane, with the 
advice and assistance of the union's solicitor, George 
Stephenson Beeby.^®^ Beeby instructed the Council on the 
procedures necessary for the approach to employers, so that 
the existence of a dispute would be able to be proved 
before the Court. Twenty-four demands were made, most of 
them concerned with issues which had not been disputed for 
many years. Higgins pointed out in his judgement that the 
Court had power only to settle disputes and could not make 
a code for the regulation of labour except on matters in 
dispute: he found that a dispute existed only as to wages 
and apprenticeship,, and made an award accordingly. ^ ^^ 
Evidence was heard on the reduction of weekly hours to 44, 
limitation and wages of apprentices, piece work rates, and 
a claim that some classes of work should be done only by 
pieceworkers. 
Before the Court could take evidence on the subjects 
alleged to be in dispute, it had to decide the issues of 
jurisdiction. This was a long exercise as almost every 
detail was disputed. In his judgement of 19 November 1909 
Higgins said that this 
is a dispute - or probably I should say, an 
alleged dispute - between an organization - at 
all events, an alleged organization - of some 
5,000 employees in the boot trade, and nearly 40 
V Whybrow and others. Transcript of proceedings, 
?65Beeby was then a NSW MLA. He went on to become a judge 
of the NSW Industrial Court and later the Commonwealth 
Corut of Conciliation and Arbitration. He had represented 
the NSW branch of the ABTEF in 1907 in the NSW Arbitration 
Court. , ^ ^ . 
lOe^he union's statement of claim can be found in File 
3/1909, Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Court; 
Higgins' judgement is reported in 4 CAR 1. 
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employers ... Everything is disputed - even the 
fact that there is a dispute 
Higgins was right. The employers cited in the case -
alleged by the Argus to be a minority but in fact the 
employers of about 80% of the men in the trade - showed no 
more conciliatory spirit than they had done in the wages 
b o a r d s . I n order to bring a case before the Court a 
union had to be registered under the Act, and needed to 
have as members those workers alleged to be in dispute with 
the employers cited. For the Court to have jurisdiction 
there had to be a bona-fide industrial dispute extending 
beyond the limits of one state. In this case every one of 
these jurisdictional points was disputed by the employers, 
and the Court was forced to devote a great deal of time to 
them. Also disputed was the Court's power to make an award 
in any matter already dealt with, or capable of being dealt 
with, by a state tribunal. 
The employers were determined to have the case thrown 
out on the issue of jurisdiction. Their refusal to accept 
declarations that the men employed in their factories were 
ABTEF members led to what was probably the first "invasion' 
of the Court by workers. Mitchell, the employers counsel, 
claimed that he had had no opportunity to cross-examine the 
men about their union membership, and the existence of a 
dispute. The next morning when he and Higgins entered the 
Court they found it packed with 500 men and boys from the 
boot factories - the union's witnesses waiting to be cross-
examined by Mr Mitchell. 
Three of the witnesses were cross-examined, and 
then the magnitude of the task that lay before 
counsel became manifest. His Honour suggested 
1074 Qj^ at 3. 
^Q^Argus 5 April and 15 July 1910. To be fair to the 
employers, the union did not have to show any conciliatory 
spirit - it was they who had lodged the claim and defined 
the issues. The fact of having filed a case could be 
claimed as evidence of their willingness to submit to 
conciliation. 
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that perhaps Mr Mitchell might be prepared to 
make some admission ... It was a pity, he 
thought, to see so many men out of work.^"^ 
The case was heard without the employers' 
acknowledgement that jurisdiction existed. Once Higgins had 
decided to go ahead with the hearing, a further attempt was 
made to have the case ad journed. To save time and 
cost, the Court was told, the employers 
are quite willing to meet ... the union, and 
discuss the matters of the claim with a view of 
referring the matters in dispute to the Wages 
Board ... We have under the Wages Board system a 
body more or less composed of experts dealing 
with the complicated trade questions, and we are 
informed by the various Governments that 
there is to be an interstate commission to 
rectify any inequalities amongst the States • • • 
Higgins, however, made it clear that he would not listen to 
any suggestion "which practically throws aside the duties 
of this Court under the Conciliation Act', and the 
employers refrained from further attacks on the Court until 
after judgement. 
In Victoria some of the men working in the factories 
of the sixteen employers named in the union's claim were 
approached by their employers about the existence of a 
dispute. Men who replied that there was a dispute were 
^Q^ALJ, 15 October, 1909, p. 328. Comments like these did 
not endear Mr Justice Higgins to the employers who appeared 
before him. The employers had tried to claim that their 
employees were members of state branches of the ABTEF 
rather than of the ABTEF itself. Union minute books were 
produced in the Court to show that members of the State 
branches had become members of the ABTEF. 
llOTranscript of Proceedings, p. 352, "I am instructed to 
appear on the assumption that Your Honour has jurisdiction 
to make an award, but without prejudice to any steps my 
clients may be advised to take in respect of Your Honour's 
jurisdiction'. 
ll^ALJ, 15 November, 1909, pp. 373-4. 
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liable to be sacked cr otherwise victimised while those who 
answered that there was no dispute were asked to sign a 
statement to that e f f e c t . ^ ^ ^ Evidently the employers 
hoped to show that there was no bona-fide industrial 
dispute, and that the ABTEF did not represent their 
employees and was acting without the authority of its 
members. A week before the case was due to begin a union 
meeting pledged to offer support to members who were 
victimised as a result of them appearing in Court as 
w i t n e s s e s . W i t n e s s e s were also paid for lost time 
incurred in their attendance at the Court, a considerable 
expense for the union. 
The basis of the ABTEF claim was that its members were 
entitled to proper recognition of their skill and 
protection of their trade. The wages claim dealt with 
hourly rates, piecerates and the task system. The hourly 
rates claim was straightforward; increases were wanted to 
bring the minimvim wage for adult males in the states of 
Queensland, New South Wales and South Australia to one 
shilling and fourpence halfpenny per hour. The wage was to 
be paid to "all males who are adult or who have had five 
years experience or have served their apprenticeship'.^^^ 
Task work was to be abolished. Clause 9 of the demand 
served on the employers stated that no 
workman when applying for work shall be asked as 
to the amount of work which he is capable of 
performing . . . ^ ^^ 
112victorian Branch, Minutes of the General Meeting, 25 
August, 1909. 
ll^Ibid., 20 September 1909. Apparently such intimidation 
amd victimisation had been used by employers in NSW when 
cases were brought before the NSW Arbitration Court; see 
E.Ryan, Two Thirds of a Man; Women and Arbitration in New 
South Wales 1902-08, pp. 44-46. 
ii4in Victoria at the time the rate was 48/- for a 48 
hour week, or 1/- per hour; in South Australia and, 
particularly, Queensland it was much lower. See Higgins' 
judgement in 4 CAR at 8. 
il^see statement of claim in File 3/1909, Commonwealth 
Court of Conciliation and Arbitration, Archives, Melbourne. 
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As well, certain classes of work were to be done only by-
piecework. The prohibition on employers asking workmen what 
quantities they could produce was introduced in an attempt 
to prevent 'circumvention of the [Factories] Act by paying 
weekly wages for piece work'.^^^ In those parts of the 
trade where making was still largely done by hand 
(predominantly heavy work boots, slippers and childrens' 
shoes) the union wanted piecework only, claiming that 
'these lines are only made on weekly wages to sweat the 
workers . . . ' 
The claim for payment by piecerate was restricted to 
those sections of the trade in which machinery played only 
a minor role. This would seem to imply that union members 
had come to accept employers' assertions that general 
piecework, and the independence which it had supported, was 
a thing of the past. Very few men were employed at piece 
rates; Higgins pointed out that these were 'only old men, 
or such as are not worth the minimum wage on time-work'.^^^ 
The piecerates asked for were those determined by the 
Victorian Wages Board, rates which had remained 
substantially unaltered since 1899. Federal Council in 1909 
expressed itself in favour of piecework in principle but 
regretted that 
owing to the urgent necessity of getting to the 
Court at the earliest possible date ... it would 
be unwise to cause the delay that must eventuate 
in adopting a sectional statement, that would be 
acceptable to the trade of the Commonwealth.^^^ 
llSj^Qyal Commission on the factories and shops laws. 
Minutes of Evidence, John Hyman. p. 632. 
H'^ABTEF Victorian branch. Minutes of the General 
Meeting, 8 March 1909; 4th Annual Federal Council Meeting, 
Brisbane, 1909. 
1184 CAR at 27. 
1154th Annual Federal Council Meeting, April 1909, 
Brisbane. 
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Council recommended that the issue be put before the 
members 'at a future date', a call which was repeated at 
the Adelaide meeting the following year, so that it 'can be 
reviewed with a hope of solving this important question'. 
In Adelaide in 1910 the Council stated that piecework with 
machinery was not practical, and the decision was made to 
press the piecework claim no further than had been done in 
t h e 1 9 0 9 c l a i m . 1 2 0 
The virtual abandonment of the claim for general 
compulsory piecework in making and finishing evidenced a 
shift in the basis of union policy. The economic 
satisfaction of wage rates comparable to those of other 
tradesmen had largely replaced the 'non economic 
satisfactions' which had been paramount in earlier 
y e a r s . T h e desire for independence, the hallmark of 
the tradesmen, was no longer the guiding principle of union 
policy. 
The apprenticeship demands were closer to traditional 
policy but they too had undergone change as the labour 
process had been altered. Long standing policy called for 
compulsory apprenticeship of four to five years, limitation 
of apprentice numbers in a fixed ratio to journeymen, and 
abolition of improvers. Apprentices were to be taught the 
whole of the branch to which they were indentured; making, 
finishing or clicking. Although the decline of 
apprenticeship had forced the union to admit as members all 
workers in the industry the 1909 claim was an attempt to 
restore a very old balance; an establishment of apprentices 
and journeymen only. 
120;^TEF Victorian Branch, Minutes of the General 
Meeting, 16 May 1910; 5th Annual Federal Council Meeting, 
April 1910, Adelaide. 
l^lSee E.J. Hobsbawm, 'Custom, Wages and Work-Load in 
Nineteenth Century Industry', p. 348, in E.J. Hobsbawm 
(ed.). Labouring Men, 1964, pp. 344-370. 
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The new aspect of the claim was that the ABTEF was 
prepared to accept division of the trade, for 
apprenticeship purposes, into more than the three 
traditional branches. Seven branches were listed as 
acceptable; clicking, stuffcutting, finishing, making of 
machine-sewn (ie Goodyear) work, making of welted work, 
making of pump work, and making of pegged and rivetted 
work. Clicking and stuffcutting had not been directly 
affected by mechanisation except for the introduction of 
some cutting presses for linings; more important in those 
departments had been the employment of large numbers of 
boys. Finishing remained as a discrete branch, although it 
had been almost entirely taken over by a multitude of 
different machines. It was in the making branch, where 
technology had intervened in such a way that the workmen 
still required a knowledge of bootmaking to use the 
machinery efficiently, that the demands were new. 
Because the Wages Boards limited improvers but not 
apprentice numbers employers in the Victorian boot trade 
had indentured large numbers of boys to minute processes 
which took almost no time to learn and gave the apprentice 
little chance of obtaining employment afterwards. In his 
judgement Higgins referred to such apprenticeships as 
f a r c i c a l . N e i t h e r he nor the union was willing to 
allow this farce to continue. Apprentices were to be taught 
the whole of the work in their branch, which was to form a 
"substantial portion of the work of a factory'. In the 
highly mechanised branches this was to include the teaching 
of every machine used, a proposal which the employers 
strenuously r e s i s t e d . ^ h e difference between this 
claim and previous union policy was that a 'branch' of the 
1224 at 19; see Transcript, ABTEF v Whybrow and 
others, pp. 359 and 525, where indentures to sandpapering, 
heel trimming, stiffener skiving, taking out welts, and 
making 'on one or more machines' are referred to. 
123Transcript, ABTEF v Whybrow and others, p. 455; 4 CAR 
at 15. 
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trade was defined differently; instead of 'making' there 
were now to be four branches within this category. 
Although their solicitor, Beeby, spent much of his 
time in court attempting to show that bootmaking was a 
skilled trade, the union had toned down its craft 
definition of skill. Beeby claimed that 
the men who take part in ...[the trade] 
necessarily have to serve an apprenticeship, that 
they can only become capable of earning even the 
present minimum wages after proper training. 
The apprenticeship claim the union put to the Court shows 
that the notion of all round craft skills had been 
abandoned. Nevertheless, apprenticeship was still to be 
compulsory and limited, and was to cover "a substantial 
portion of the work of a factory'. 
A majority of the employers appearing before the Court 
were prepared to acknowledge that skill was required and 
that its possession was entitled to be rewarded by higher 
wages than those paid to the unskilled, but they were not 
willing to accept the union's definition of skill. They 
tried in one instance to suggest that the skill involved 
consisted only of speed and efficiency. Later, however, 'in 
their zeal for extreme subdivision of subjects of 
apprenticeship', they tried to convince the court that the 
skill needed to operate the machinery was so great that no 
boy could be expected to learn more than one process 
thoroughly. 
Higgins' judgement in the case substantially awarded 
those claims of the union which were premised most strongly 
on reward for skill. Wages were increased and 
apprenticeship was to be tightly controlled. He found that 
124ibid., pp. 353-4. 
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he could not outlaw task work but suggested that 
consideration should be given to drawing up a piece rate 
list for the industry. At the same time he defined 
journeymen in such a way as to exclude pieceworkers, 
overturning completely the traditional, but now largely 
abandoned, VOBU idea that journeymen were pieceworkers. He 
decided that workers in the trade were skilled but that 
their skill was not 'of the highest order'; it was 'skill 
in its broad sense', a term which he did not directly 
define but by which he appeared to mean work which required 
a degree of responsibility, care and a t t e n t i o n . 
declared that, with the exception of the clickers, it was 
'not a proper tradesman's work ...'126 jjis definitions of 
skill, institutionalised by the award, were to have great 
effect on later union policy; the creation of wage 
relativities, and the equation of boot operatives with the 
metal machinists of the Harvester case, were to create new 
traditions on which to base demands. 
A proposed award was made in November 19 09 but it was 
conditional upon the High Court's ruling as to whether 
Higgins could make an award in an area in which state 
tribunals also had jurisdiction. The employers let it be 
known that, although the award was not unexpected, owing to 
'his Honour's remarks and interjections from the bench as 
the case proceeded', they were determined to fight it, 
'even though they have to take their case to the Privy 
Council'. 
The employers are opposed to the award generally 
for the reason that it contemplates that we 
shall have to obey two masters. 
And what the High Court told Higgins in 1910 only confirmed 
those fears. The Court could not make an award inconsistent 
1254 CAR at 5, 10, 12. 
126Transcript, ABTEF v Whybrow and others, p. 528. 
15 December, 1909, p. 442. 
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with a state award but, according to the High Court, 
Higgins' award was not inconsistent because it was possible 
for employers to obey both laws without conflict.^^^ The 
Argus noted that this 'remarkable' ruling allowed the 
Arbitration Court to increase wages but not to decrease 
them, with the result that 
the power which wishes to exercise jurisdiction -
it cannot be called control - over the domestic 
industries of the States must be prepared to 
grant higher wages than its rival. A competition 
of this kind would, of course, be a fine thing 
for the unions 
The employers renewed their attacks on the notion of a 
Federal judge having sole power to determine matters which 
required 'the technical knowledge of a board of workmen and 
their employers^^^ Two High Court challenges were 
129This decision that State law should be paramount 
over an award of the Commonwealth Conciliation and 
Arbitration Court seems strange in light of s. 109 of 
the Constitution which states that in the case of 
inconsistency the law of the Commonwealth shall 
prevail. These issues, of the Court's power to make an 
award inconsistent with a state law or award and the 
test of inconsistency, had been decided in the 
Sawmiller's case of 1909 but, owing to some 
peculiarities inherent in that case, were not treated 
as binding precedent and needed to be reaffirmed in 
1910. In the Sawmiller's case it was found that the 
Commonwealth Court could override awards of state 
arbitration courts and industrial agreements but not 
'a determination of a Wages Board empowered by a State 
Statute to fix a minimum rate of wages' (8 CLR at 
466). O'Connor J. stated that as the constitution gave 
power to the states to regulate employment and 
industry and to the Commonwealth only to settle 
industrial disputes then whilst a State award could be 
set aside in the interests of a fair decision by a 
federal judge that decision must be within the bounds 
of law and a state law could not be set aside in such 
a manner (8 CLR at 510-1). See also G. Sawer, 
Australian Federalism in the Courts, pp. 82-85. 
-i-^UArgus, 1 April 1910 
131^1^, 15 April 1910, p. 676. 
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filed. The first claimed that the whole of the 
Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Act was 
beyond the powers of the Constitution. Failing that, 
jurisdiction was disputed on a number of points of the 
award. The major claim was dismissed fairly siimmarily 
by the High Court and the jurisdictional challenge 
succeeded on only two points - both relatively minor. 
Higgins understood that the employers had 
hoped to get the whole award set aside if any 
part of it could be found to be wrong; but this 
attempt has failed.^^^ 
In the second case, however, the employers were more 
successful. Higgins was asked by the ABTEF to make the 
award a common rule in the industry, an application to 
which most but not all of the employers objected.^^^ Both 
the state of Victoria and the Commonwealth were given leave 
to intervene in the case; the Commonwealth supported the 
power to make a common rule whilst the Victorian government 
argued against it. The High Court found unanimously that 
the common rule provision was outside the Commonwealth's 
powers of conciliation and arbitration, with the result 
that only employers cited in the case were to be bound by 
the award.^^^ Other employers would continue to be 
affected only by the various state tribunals. 
1324 cj^ at 41; the High Court ruling is reported in 11 
CLR 1. 
ISS^hree employers, including Whybrow and Co. supported 
the common rule application, and were represented in this 
case by the union's counsel G.S. Beeby. In NSW, where 
employers had faced a State Arbitration Court since 1902, 
it was usual for the employers to make the claim for a 
common rule once an award was announced; see Ryan, p. 17 5. 
1 3 4 C L R 311; this was because the Court could only act 
to prevent and settle disputes, and the imposition of a 
common rule would bind parties who had not been shown to be 
in dispute. 
- 1 8 6 -
In Victoria the outcome of the bootmakers case caused 
great consternation among employers and the government. The 
union, although it would have liked to have had the common 
rule made, announced that its invalidity would make very 
little difference 
as the employers in Victoria, New South Wales, 
Queensland and South Australia have agreed to use 
their influence to get Mr Justice Higgins's award 
adopted by the various State wages boards ... By 
the amending Shops and Factories Bill now before 
the Victorian Parliament it is proposed to allow 
wages board determinations to be extended all over 
the State. Therefore ... the determination of a 
wages board can be made as effective in this State 
as a Commonwealth Arbitration Court award.^^^ 
Thomas Harkness had written to the Victorian Premier in 
April and May 1910 urging that the regulatory powers of the 
wages boards ^should be safeguarded from being used as a 
further means of attracting Unionists to the Federal 
Court'.^^^ When asked to advise the Premier on this 
matter Harrison Ord, the Chief Inspector of Factories, 
wrote that the employers cited in the 1909 case 
have my sincere sympathy ...[they] have had to 
bear the brunt of the whole position of 
uncertainty which has arisen as to the 
jurisdiction of the State and Federal tribunals 
... A position of greater injustice it is 
difficult to conceive. 
As a result of these representations legal advice was 
sought and the decision to intervene in the High Court case 
against the common rule was made. 
135Araus, 11 October 1910. 
136Letter from Harkness, Boot Manufacturers Assoc., to 
the Premier, 3 May 1910. In Boot Board file. 
April 1910, Boot Board file. 
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All of the employer representatives on the Victorian 
Boot Board were respondents in the arbitration case and, in 
July 1910, an effort was made to bypass the jurisdictional 
inadequacy of the Court and secure a common rule by the 
back-door method of having the wages board make a 
deteirmination on the matter. The employers offered to have 
the rates awarded by Higgins gazetted by the Board and to 
request the Legislative Council to return limitation power 
over apprentices to the boards.^^^ The employee 
representatives refused the offer, not wanting to 
jeopardize their Arbitration Court judgement by accepting 
less than the full award in the wages board. The employers 
nevertheless went ahead with their petition to the 
Legislative Council, stating that 
while opposed to the limitation of apprentices, 
they favoured the restoration to the wages boards 
of the power to deal with the question, as in 
some cases an excessive number of apprentices was 
employed, and adult workmen had been 
discharged.^^^ 
The real explanation for this strangely worded petition is 
the fact that the sixteen Victorian employers who were now 
to be subject to the Commonwealth award wished to have 
others brought under the same restrictions as themselves. 
Limitation power was returned to the wages boards in 
September 1910, and the next meeting of the Boot Board 
agreed unanimously to increases in wages equivalent to 
those awarded by Higgins. As in 1895 the large 
manufacturers were concerned to do away with the 'man ... 
who undersells in the market': then they had hoped that 
this might be achieved by competition and the laws of 
supply and demand. In 1910 they did not hesitate to use the 
13Straus, 15 July 1910; M © / 15 July 1910. 
12 October 1910. 
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wages board to impose on their competitors the same 
obnoxious conditions imposed on them by the Conciliation 
and Arbitration Court. 
The Aftermath of 1909 
Macarthy has pointed out that the conversion of 
employers 
from cold hostility to warm approval of wages 
boards, was the result of a series of events 
which they tried but succeeded only in part to 
influence ... Anything was preferable to the 
Federal Court especially one presided over by a 
person of Higgins' known sympathies. 
In 1903 the Report of the Royal Commission on the operation 
of the Factories and Shops law in Victoria had stated, 
regretfully, that 
we recognise that there cannot, in the 
circumstances of the time, be any return to the 
old conditions of freedom of contract in factory 
labour . . 
By 1909 employers had recognised this also and, to prevent 
the rush of unions to the Commonwealth Court, they urged 
the Victorian government to shore up and protect the wages 
board system. 
The unions, on the other hand, had turned to the 
Commonwealth Court in despair at the results they were 
obtaining in the Wages Boards. Paramount in the ABTEF's 
decision to appeal to the Conciliation and Arbitration 
Court was their desire to have their skills and their trade 
140p, Macarthy, 'The Harvester Judgement - an Historical 
Assessment', pp. 314-5, 320. 
l^lReport, p. Ixv. 
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protected through the apprenticeship system.^^^ In order 
to preserve their image of themselves as skilled tradesmen 
ABTEF members had progressively amended their definitions 
of skill as the labour process was removed from their 
control. Their definitions, though, had been responsible 
for the union's responses to change in the labour process. 
Concentration on independence in the earlier years had 
resulted in policy which was concerned with mechanisation 
only to the extent that employers utilised it to abolish 
piece work. Similarly, the union's attitudes to the 
decisions of the Boot Board; its acceptance, for example, 
of wage reductions in an attempt to rescue piece work. As 
piecework was replaced by task systems independence came to 
mean freedom from speed-up rather than the freedom to 
determine one's own working hours and output. Skill 
remained important; it had not moved so far from a craft 
definition as to be unrecognisable to the VOBU's earliest 
members. But it was a different form of recognition for 
their skill that union members now sought: wage margins. 
Abolition of task work was crucial to union members 
definition of themselves as skilled men possessing, still, 
some degree of independence. 
The years after 1910 saw a change in the way 
industrial relations was conducted in the boot trade. Just 
as the advent of the Wages Board system in 1896-7 had 
heralded a new era so did the entry of the Conciliation and 
Arbitration Court. The Wages Boards continued to operate in 
142The importance of apprenticeship is clearly seen in 
the union's reponse in June 1910 to the news that Whybrow 
and Co. were paying the wages awarded by Higgins without 
waiting for the results of the High Court case. While union 
members appreciated this gesture, they were more concerned 
to know whether the firm would also abide by the boy labour 
decisions which 'both as to proportions and the proper 
instruction of the lads were considered the most 
important'. ABTEF Victorian Branch, Minutes of the General 
Meeting, 13 June. 
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Victoria, and in fact were strengthened by the return of 
their powers to limit apprenticeship. The employers 
continued to declaim loudly in favour of the Wages Boards, 
which were seen as 
the best possible of peace-making machines; but 
our Arbitration Court ... is just the best 
possible of peace-breaking machines ... The Wages 
Board ... deserves confidence as the possessor of 
expert-knowledge, from which alone a reliable and 
indisputable determination can be drawn or 
expected. 
The union, on the other hand and as is to be expected, was 
a solid supporter of the Conciliation and Arbitration 
Court. Union members felt that the Commonwealth should have 
complete control over industrial relations matters in 
inter-state trades such as theirs, and provided 
considerable moral and financial support for the 1911 
Referendum which would have granted this power. 
It was the union which held the upper hand in the 
period after 1910. Although it was many years before they 
went back to the Conciliation and Arbitration Court, and 
working instead within the confines of the state tribunals 
so beloved by the employers, the ABTEF was able to expand 
and improve on Higgins' award. Before the results of the 
three High Court cases were known the ABTEF Federal Council 
decided to hold a plebiscite of members to determine their 
attitude to strike action if the result were unfavourable. 
The plebiscite was never held, due to the favourable High 
Court decisions, but Federal Council was in no doubt that 
the members were in favour of drastic action 
as they was sick and tired of being told in their 
State Courts that they could not be given what 
was recognized to be fair wages and conditions 
owing to interstate competition ... in many cases 
it had been difficult to satisfy members that if 
Vol. 14, No. 4, August 1911, p. 189. 
I'^^ABTEF Victorian Branch, Minutes of the General 
Meeting, 16 May 1910 and 23 January 1911. 
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they would wait we would be able to get a Federal 
Award ...145 
Having finally got an acceptable outcome the union 
proceeded to enforce the award and expand its provisions 
and applicability by means of negotiation with the 
employers. 
Whereas employers had previously been able to control 
wages board and State tribunal decisions with the threat of 
interstate competition, the unions were now able to do so 
by threatening to resort to the Conciliation and 
Arbitration Court. A series of Conferences between the 
ABTEF and employers from NSW, Victoria, Queensland and 
South Australia were instituted, and it was agreed that 
decisions reached at those Conferences would be enforced by 
State Tribunals. Gradually wages were increased, and common 
rules were imposed, without the necessity to go back to the 
Commonwealth sphere. Threats of interstate competition were 
ineffective due to the interstate make-up of the 
Conferences, and many Victorian Wages Board decisions after 
1910 were unanimous - a far cry from the early years of the 
Board's existence. In 1911 boot manufacturers in Tasmania 
were forced to agree to the payment of the rates awarded to 
Queensland workers, and thereafter Tasmania was included in 
the Conferences.!'^^ Although employers from Tasmania, 
Queensland and South Australia sometimes refused to attend 
conferences, the New South Wales and Victorian 
representatives were always there and parity of wages and 
conditions was maintained between the two centres of the 
trade. 
145;^TEF Federal Council Fifth Annual Meeting, Adelaide, 
April 1910. 
l4 6«phe Tasmanian employers wanted to settle the matter by 
resorting to their Wages Board, but the legislation had a 
clause stating that wages could not be fixed above a rate 
paid by a reputable employer in that state. Wages were so 
low that the ABTEF decided to force a rise in some 
factories and then go to the Wages Board for its 
enforcement throughout the state. 
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Two examples may show the extent to which the unions 
effectively used the state tribunals to enforce interstate 
parity, and to which they were able to enlist the 
co-operation of employers in enforcing the common rule. The 
first case relates to the attempts of Victorian employers 
to have limitation power over apprentices returned to the 
Wages Boards so that a common rule could be applied to all 
Victorian employers. The term of the previous Board had 
expired and it was necessary for the employees to nominate 
new representatives so that the Board could meet.^ "^ "^  
These nominations were withheld, a practice used by 
employers both before and after this event, until the union 
had extracted a number of promises from employer 
representatives on both wages and apprenticeship matters. 
In 1911 a claim on behalf of female labour was 
prepared by the Hobart meeting of Federal Council, and a 
greater effort to enrol women members was begun. Although 
some improvements in conditions for women were achieved, 
the claim was presented again to the 1914 employer-union 
conference. In commending that claim, and some amendments 
to the male conditions, to the Conference the Victorian 
branch of the ABTEF stated that it did so in recognition 
of 
the absolute failure of the State Boards to bring 
to a satisfactory, or uniform basis, the wages 
and conditions of female labour and the great 
increase in the cost of living.^^^ 
The Conference met in June 1914, and fixed wage rates to be 
submitted to the various state tribunals for 
enforcement. The Australian Leather Journal reported 
that if the wage increases were not enforced by the State 
tribunals the union would go to the Conciliation and 
ABTEF Victorian Branch, Minutes of the General 
Meeting, 25 July 1910 
28 April 1913. 
9 June 1914, 6 July 1914. 
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Arbitration Court claiming the existence of a dispute 
between its female members and their employers, and 
requesting a variation of award for the men.^^^ The 
employers desperately wanted to avoid such a result, 
feeling still that anything 'was preferable to the Federal 
Court ... presided over by ... Higgins'. By the end of 1914 
the ABTEF had succeeded in having the new agreement 
ratified by the tribunals in Victoria and NSW, and 
partially in Queensland. Similar, partial agreements were 
achieved in South Australia and Tasmania the following 
y e a r . A l l without the lengthy delays, high costs and 
uncertanties of a case before the Conciliation and 
Arbitration Court. Their success was such that the Western 
Australian and New Zealand boot trade unions requested to 
be allowed to join the Federation.^^^ 
Until at least 1920 the ABTEF continued to concentrate 
on the matters that had taken it to the Conciliation and 
Arbitration Court in 1909; apprenticeship, and the payment 
of satisfactory and uniforro wages. Uniformity was achieved 
between NSW and Victoria, and with varying success in the 
other states, by means of interstate conferences which 
agreed rates and conditions, and then had them approved by 
their state tribunals. Negotiation was made possible by the 
employers' fear of a repeat performance from Justice 
Higgins; the majority of Victorian Wages Board decisions in 
this period were unanimous rubber-stampings of agreements 
already reached elsewhere. By 1913 the concept of wage 
rises for cost of living increases had been accepted in 
Conferences and wages rates were gradually increased year 
Vol. 17, No. 3, July 1914, p. 122. 
ISIABTEF, Victorian Branch, Minutes of the General 
Meeting, 3 August, 7 August, 31 August 1914, 21 May, 8 June 
and 2 August 1915. Besides the costs of meeting the 
conditions of Higgins' award, the cost of fighting the 
cases in the Arbitration and the High Courts had been very 
expensive, and the employers were anxious to avoid further 
litigation if possible. 
152ibid, 5 July 1915. 
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by year. Agreement to improved female minimum wages and 
conditions was achieved, and the conditions of the 1909 
award were extended to Tasmania. 
Piecework had been lost through most of the trade, but 
union members continued to claim recognition of their skill 
through wage rates and the imposition of apprenticeship 
r e g u l a t i o n s . T h e independence of the 1880s no longer 
existed but had been replaced by the collective strength of 
the ABTEF; its position of power ensured that union members 
received an adequate, living wage throughout most of 
Australia, and that entrants to the trade were limited in 
number and taught at least some useful skills. 
1909, like 1897, was a turning point for the union. 
Justice Higgins' award had provided the union with a power 
base from which to reverse the previous positions of 
strength within the industry. At least until 1920 the union 
capitalised on this position, using it to achieve some of 
the results it had sought since its foundation in 1879. 
1915 there were only 5 men working piece work in 
South Australia, and by 1914 it had been virtually 
restricted in Victoria to a few men working at Ballarat; 
see ABTEF Federal Council Management Committee Meetings, 13 
August 1915, and M^J Vol. 17, No. 3, July 1914, p. 124. 
CHAPTER 6 
^They call themselves mechanical engineers': 
the origins of mechanical engineering in Britain 
and the USA 
Unlike bootmaking, mechanical engineering is a 
relatively new occupation. It is an artefact of the 
Industrial Revolution, the offspring of the older 
'gentleman's profession' of civil engineering, and of the 
mechanical and metal-working crafts which came to 
prominence in the age of steam. The ideas and traditional 
practices of both these groups had an important impact on 
the new mechanical engineers, and would result in much 
confusion about their identity and status. The mixed 
marriage left both outsiders and mechanical engineers 
themselves unsure, for many years, of who and what they 
were. For this reason the early part of this chapter 
concentrates on the parents rather than the offspring; 
particularly their training, education and status. 
Civil engineering 
Until the late eighteenth century engineering was a 
military occupation. Army engineers were responsible for 
the design and construction of military fortifications and 
for the roads and bridges required for military purposes. 
Building construction was the province of the architects 
and/or builders; the distinction between the architect and 
the builder had not been firmly drawn and many men 
practised as both. When dynamic systems began to be 
important the civil engineer was called into being, and it 
was this emphasis that distinguished him from the 
architect/builder although, once again, the majority of 
early civil engineers practised as architects and surveyors 
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as well. The term ^civil engineering', as its name 
suggests, was used to distinguish it from military 
engineering and to encompass all non-military engineering 
work. 1 
In Britain it was the construction of large canal 
networks in the late eighteenth century that called the 
civil engineers into existence.^ Before 1760, when the 
first phase of canal building began to gather momentum, 
there had been no such thing as civil engineers. Men 
working as surveyors, millwrights, architects, masons and 
various craftsmen had acquired the skills which would 
eventually be utilised in canal building. The skills of 
canal building, 
the ability to build a level, watertight ditch 
had been acquired and practised over many 
generations of surveying and levelling for land 
drainage schemes and other works requiring 
experience of water control.^ 
The relatively elementary nature of the knowledge required 
meant that many men already possessed it, and were able to 
move into canal building when the demand arose. 
Isee B. Lloyd and W.J.Wilkin, The Education of 
Professional Engineers in Australia, 1962, 2nd edition, p. 
51; B. Lloyd, The Education of Professional Engineers in 
Australia, 1968, 3rd edition, p. 23. For the distinctions 
between engineers, architects and surveyors see J. 
Freeland, The Making of a Profession: a history of the 
growth and work of the architectural Institutes in 
Australia, 1971, pp. 6-9. 
^W.H.G. ^Armytage, A Social History of Engineering, 1976, 
pp. 126-8; R.A. Buchanan, 'The British contribution to 
Australian engineering; the Australian Dictionary of 
Biography entries', p. 401, in Historical Studies, vol. 20, 
April 1983, pp. 401-419. 
3r.a. Buchanan, 'The British Canal Engineers: the Men and 
their Resources', pp. 68-9, in Transport, Technology and 
Social Change, 1980, proceedings of a 1979 Stockholm 
symposium, pp. 67-89. 
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The large-scale and long-term nature of canal 
construction brought together for the first time large 
groups of men engaged in constructional activities, and was 
responsible for turning them into the beginnings of a 
profession of civil engineering. James Brindley, one of the 
most famous of the canal builders, had been trained as a 
millwright, for example, but became known as a civil 
engineer through his canal building activities. Although 
the Society of Civil Engineers was formed by canal builders 
in 1771, its members did not really conform to our model of 
professional men. It was rare before 1790 for an engineer 
to charge a consulting fee, for example. Men like James 
Brindley tended to take a contract for a job in the same 
way as a millwright would, and were expected to personally 
supervise the work for which they were responsible."^ 
When the "canal mania' hit, between the late 17803 and 
1795, the huge niomber of jobs entrusted to a relatively 
small number of men resulted in an organisational structure 
which turned the engineer into a consulting professional. 
The men in charge of a project could no longer be expected 
to physically supervise the construction work, and they 
began to confine themselves to design and consulting 
responsibilities. John Rennie, one of the three great canal 
engineers of this period, is credited with 
devising a managerial structure for large-scale 
engineering works in which the various functions 
of "Consultant Engineer', "Resident Engineer', 
"Engineering Contractor' and so on, were clearly 
established.^ 
Buchanan cites this as Rennie's greatest contribution to 
engineering, more important than the m.any miles of canal 
constructed under his guidance. One consequence of this 
structure was that large numbers of young engineers were 
able to obtain experience working under men like Rennie. 
4lbid., pp. 69-70, 
^ibid, pp. 71-3. 
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Canal building programs began to decline rapidly after 
about 1810, and the engineers who had emerged with the 
canals moved into other work; dock construction, land 
drainage schemes, bridge design. It was these engineers, 
the canal builders and their pupils, who formed the core of 
membership of the Institution of Civil Engineers when it 
was formed in 1818. Thomas Telford, the first president, 
had been another of the three great engineers during the 
'mania' of the early 1790s. It appears that the six men who 
attended the inaugural meeting were actually involved in 
what would now be called mechanical engineering work, but 
this title was not used until after the rise of railway 
engineering in the 1830s. And the canal builders, now 
working in new areas, were a distinct majority.^ 
The successors to the canal builders moved into 
railway engineering, when the first of the booms began in 
1835. While the civil engineers built the permanent way 
other men were engaged in designing and constructing the 
locomotives that would run along these lines. The 
locomotive builders were not recognised as engineers and, 
although a number of them did become members of the 
Institution of Civil Engineers it was not usually on the 
basis of these skills. Further growth in railway 
construction, together with the demands of industries such 
as textile manufacture for machinery, supported the growth 
of mechanical engineering as a separate profession."^ Just 
as the canal building had resulted in the formation of 
professional societies, the Society of Civil Engineers in 
1771 and the Institution of Civil Engineers in 1818, the 
growth in railway engineering was largely responsible for 
the formation of the Institution of Mechanical Engineers in 
1847. Both the civil engineering societies nursed a strong 
^Ibid., p. 77; Armytage, p. 30. 
"^Buchanan, 'The British Canal Engineers', p. 77; 
Armytage, pp. 128-30. 
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sense of civil engineering as a gentlemanly profession, and 
were very selective in those admitted to membership. James 
Brindley was apparently not invited to join the Society of 
Civil Engineers; it is speculated that his lack of 
professionalism, together with his lowly origins may have 
been the reason for this snub. Civil engineering was seen 
as a 'gentleman's profession' in much the same way as a 
commission as a military engineer was evidence of 
gentlemanly status.® There was no academic training for 
engineers, and applicants for membership of the Institution 
were required to "show that they had been apprenticed to 
qualified engineers and ... produce evidence of their 
competence.'^ Over the next thirty years a number of 
attempts were made to defeat the Institution's monopoly on 
non-military engineering. Organisations claiming to 
represent other branches of engineering were established, 
but the first to survive was the Institution of Mechanical 
Engineers. 
A claim that the Institution of Mechanical Engineers 
was formed in response to the rejection by the Institution 
of Civil Engineers of a membership application from George 
Stephenson, designer of the first steam locomotive, now 
appears to be apocryphal.^^ Certainly there was 
considerable conflict between Stephenson and the members 
of the Institution of Civil Engineers, many of whom 
regarded him as an imposter, "lacking in education, 
opinionated and obstinate'. The civil engineers had made 
their reputations on the basis of canal and turnpike-road 
building and knew little or nothing of railway 
^Buchanan, 'The British Canal Engineers', p. 7 0; M. 
Calvert, The Mechanical Engineer in America: 1830-1910, 
1967, p. 23. 
^Lloyd and Wilkin, p. 15. 
l^Buchanan, 'The British contribution to Australian 
engineering', p. 405. 
l^The story apparently appeared in early editions of 
Samuel Smiles biography of Stephenson. It was repeated by 
R.H. Parsons in The History of the Institution of 
Mechanical Engineers 1847-1947, 1947. 
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engineering.^^ Although Stephenson had no academic or 
technical qualifications as a civil engineer, he had more 
experience in railway design, construction and operation 
than anyone else. There was bitterness between mechanical 
and civil engineers generally, but while this most probably 
influenced the formation of the new Institution, one of the 
toasts drunk at the inaugural meeting was to the 
Institution of Civil Engineers.^^ It seems most likely 
that the encounter between Stephenson and the Institution 
of Civil Engineers never occurred. By 1847 Stephenson was 
quite renowned, making such an incident unlikely; as well, 
his son was at the time a member of the Council of the 
Institution of Civil Engineers . 
In the United States too, mechanical engineers were 
preceded by the civil engineers who came to prominence as 
canal builders. Canal building boomed in the early 
nineteenth century. Networks such as the New York canal 
system were much larger in scope than anything attempted in 
England, and large numbers of trained engineers were 
required. 
As in Britain the scale of canal construction meant 
that new managerial structures were required, but those 
created in the United States placed far greater emphasis on 
hierarchical training systems than the British ones had 
done. The system of apprenticeship or pupilage in a private 
office which had operated in England simply could not 
produce enough trained engineers in a short time to satisfy 
American requirements. For many years engineers who had 
^graduated' through the New York canal system were highly 
I^L.T.C. Rolt, George and Robert Stephenson; the railway 
revolution, 1960, p. 296; W.O. Skeat, George Stephenson; 
the engineer and his letters, 1973, p. 238. 
•^ •^ Rolt, p. 296; Skeat, p. 247 . 
l^Rolt, p. 29 6; Robert Stephenson had become a member of 
the Institution of Civil Engineers in 1830, in 1856-7 he 
served as president of the Institution. See J. Marshall, A 
Biographical Dictionary of Railway Engineers, 1978, p. 202. 
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sought after, and they filled many of the senior 
engineering positions across the country.^^ The New York 
canal system organised the employment and training of 
engineers on a strict hierarchical basis. Men were employed 
as assistant engineers and trained on the job; often they 
would go on to jobs, there or elsewhere, as trained 
engineers. It was common for assistant engineers to be 
selected from amongst the engineering or surveying field 
parties, which were themselves hierarchically organised; 
rod men were considered to be higher up the ladder than 
chain men, for example. It was possible, through this kind 
of informal apprenticeship, for a man to work his way from 
a position as chain man in the surveying party to one as a 
fully trained engineer in charge of a job.^^ 
The hierarchical on-the-job training provided in such 
projects as the New York canal system was not as haphazard 
and informal as it might seem. Although formal indentures 
of apprenticeship or pupilage were not entered into, and 
there was no guaranteed progression from one level of 
employment to another, the system was both well known and 
socially accepted. The hierarchical organisation of 
employment meant that prospective engineers received a 
comprehensive and systematic education which was often 
broader and less haphazard than that received by many 
pupils in private offices. Pupilage in the offices of 
private consulting engineers was available: Loammi Baldwin 
Jr., one of the most famous of the early American 
engineers, charged a premium of $200 to take young men into 
his office for training. During their training they were 
paid 
by the day for any actual work they did for him. 
Until shortly before his death in 1838, he kept 
an office full of 'young gentlemen' whose fees 
formed an important part of his income.^' 
l^D. Calhoun, The American Civil Engineer; Origins and 
Conflict, 1960, pp. 28-40, 47-8. 
T^lHdTT pp. 28-9, 48 . 
I'^lbid., p. 47. 
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Significantly, this sort of training, whether in a private 
office or a large project, was close to the form provided 
in many other occupations; in particular the high status 
professions of law and medicine with which civil engineers 
consistently wished to be equated.^^ 
Academic training was uncommon, and what was available 
illustrated the importance of civil engineering's origins 
in military engineering. Until 1835 the great majority of 
American civil engineers had received no academic training 
as engineers at all; those who had were almost invariably 
graduates of either the US Military Academy at West Point 
or Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, although there were a 
number of smaller, less important schools in the south and 
west of the country.^^ West Point had been established by 
the United States Army in 1802 as a school for engineer 
officers, but was expanded in 1812 to cater for all 
officers. In 1818 a long tradition of West Point influence 
in civil engineering and civil engineering education was 
begun when the school produced its first graduates in civil 
engineering.^^ Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute was 
founded in 18 24 by a West Point graduate and teacher, Alden 
Partridge, who stressed that Rensselaer provided a 
practical education suited to the needs of future 
engineers. At first, instruction at Rensselaer was given in 
mathematics, topography and practical geography; subjects 
which, although they did not provide training in actual 
engineering, were useful to those who wished to practise as 
civil engineers. A full course in civil engineering was 
introduced in 1835.^^ 
ISibid. 
19ibid., p. 43. 
20ibid., p. 40-42. 
21ibid., pp. 43-5. 
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As in Britain the completion of canal networks in the 
United States was followed by a boom in railway 
construction. Once again, although the civil engineers were 
often involved in the surveying and building of these 
lines, the men who designed and built the locomotives and 
other rolling stock were not recognised as engineers. 
Railway building was responsible for the eventual 
recognition of mechanical engineering as a legitimate 
specialisation, but the teirm did not come into general 
usage in America until the 1850s, when it was used to refer 
to men involved in the supervision of railroad 
machinery.Until then these men 
were not engineers, at least not so titled, but 
were skilled mechanics who worked for 
manufacturers or became manufacturers 
themselves. 
Essentially it was their connection with manufacturing 
which cut the mechanical engineers off from the 
professional status accorded to civil engineers. Although 
early civil engineers had undertaken many tasks which would 
later come to be seen as belonging to the specialised 
preserve of the mechanical engineer, for example the design 
of construction machinery, canal locks and railway 
switches, they had not had much to do with the use of steam 
p o w e r . s t e a m was left to the mechanics and artisans, 
and the dirt and manual labour of the workshop was not 
thought suitable to the gentlemanly aspirations of the 
civil engineers.^^Hence mechanical engineering was 
condemned to non-professional status by its connection with 
manufacturing and manual labour; a connection which was 
strengthened by the attitude prevalent amongst many 
mechanical engineers that the competent mechanical engineer 
must first of all be a thoroughly competent mechanic. 
22ibid, pp. 84-7; Calvert, p. 15. 
23calhoun, p. 86. 
24ibid., p. 82-4. 
25calvert, p. 23. 
-204-
Millwrights, mechanics and shop culture 
The workers whom we now call engineering tradesmen 
began to emerge in the metal working industries around the 
beginning of the nineteenth century. E.P. Thompson has 
shown that engineers were not mentioned in a directory of 
English trades published in 1818, and nor were steam-engine 
or boiler makers, although the industries which employed 
engineers were well enough established to have begun the 
introduction of machine t o o l s . T h e Maudslay 
"self-acting' slide-rest lathe has been credited with 
beginning the breaking down of the work previously done by 
millwrights into more and more specialised metal working 
trades. The engineering industry is difficult to 
define, as it actually consists of a collection of these 
specialised trades rather than a single industry devoted to 
the production of particular products. Its main 
characteristic, that its raw material is metal, immediately 
sets it off from the millwrights whom it largely 
d i s p l a c e d . T h e millwrights had been wood workers, men 
who had 
executed every kind of engineering occupation, 
from making the wooden patterns to erecting in 
the mill the machines which had been constructed 
by their own hands 
Much of their machinery work was overtaken once the 
introduction of the steam-powered lathe made the cutting 
and shaping of metals easier and, by 1828 when The 
Operative Mechanic and British Machinist was published it 
26e.p. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 
1963, p. 271. 
^^cited in T. Sheridan, Mindful Militants; the 
Amalgamated Engineering Union in Australia 1920-1970, 1975, 
p. 2. 
^^See K. Buckley, The Amalgamated Engineers in Australia 
1852-1920, 1970, p. 13; and R. Floud, The British Machine 
Tool Industry 1850-1914, 1976, p. 4. 
^^Sheridan, p. Tl 
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took 9 00 pages to show 'the extraordinary diversity of what 
had once been the millwright's craft'.^^ 
The metal-working industries can be roughly divided 
into three groups, according to the level of processing of 
the metal which was undertaken. These are the 
refining and smelting of metal ores, casting the 
refined metals into preliminary shapes and the 
machining and fitting processes whereby component 
metal parts are converted into their final form 
and assembled as finished products. 
Workers employed in the foundry, where refining and 
smelting was carried out, were not usually referred to as 
engineers, and although the smiths and moulders who carried 
out the preliminary casting and forging sometimes aspired 
to that title, it was general reserved for the fitters and 
turners who did the final finishing and assembly. An 
important addition to this list is that of the patternmaker 
who, in many ways was the true heir of the millwright; 
patternmakers designed, or assisted in the design of, a 
prototype for each new job. To assist in this they often 
built wooden models of machinery which was to be 
constructed, and they needed to be competent with the tools 
and techniques of many of the other tradesmen. 
Although the wide ranging nature of the engineering 
industry makes it difficult to describe work organisation 
it is possible to give a general idea of the work performed 
by the turners and fitters. The turner's work had been 
affected by the introduction of machine tools as early as 
1800. His job involved the use of a lathe to cut and shape 
metal pieces; the metal to be shaped was held by means of 
clamps and rotated or tuned on the lathe, which remained 
stationary. Although described as self-acting it was many 
years before the lathe lived up to this expectation, and 
30Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, p, 
271. ^^Sheridan, p. 1. 
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until the 1890s 'it was still the worker who guided the 
tool rather than the other way r o u n d F i t t e r s were the 
most numerous of the engineering tradesmen and, although 
machine tools were increasingly introduced from the 1840s, 
their job was virtually untouched. Fitters did not simply 
assemble finished components, but were responsible for the 
making or finishing of them first. Pieces of metal were 
chipped and filed to a smooth fit with the aid of hand-held 
chisels and files, and were then fitted together with 
amazing degrees of accuracy.^^ The machine tools used in 
mechanical engineering before 1890 were of limited use, as 
they were usually specific to one operation; their 
adaptation to general usage was difficult and they could 
not achieve the same levels of accuracy and fit as hand 
work. Because of this, and because most firms in the first 
half of the century did not specialise to any great extent, 
the manual skills and training of engineering tradesmen 
were very important; the patternmaker, in particular, was 
an important man whose skills were needed whenever a new 
type of job was undertaken. Where a job required only the 
adaptation or alteration of previous patterns the fitter or 
turner would quite often undertake this work himself, 
"acting as his own draughtsman and designer'. 
By the mid nineteenth century many tradesmen in the 
metal industries had come to be called engineers. As well, 
in the United States, many locomotive drivers used the 
name. This situation was deplored by those who considered 
themselves professional engineers and was to be exacerbated 
with the emergence of professional mechanical engineers, 
especially as many of the tradesmen began to refer to 
themselves as mechanical engineers. The situation was as 
^^Floud, p. 21; and R. Samuel, 'Workshop of the World: 
Steam Power and Hand Technology in mid-Victorian Britain', 
p. 40 in History Workshop Journal, no. 3, 1977. 
33ibid., pp. 39-40. 
34ibid.; see Floud, pp. 10-15, 51-61 on specialisation in 
Britain. 
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confusing and unsatisfactory to those who were trying to 
elevate the status of the new professional mechanical 
engineers as it is to the historian trying to unravel a set 
of overlapping attitudes toward skill, status, education 
and training. 
Metal tradesmen were trained by traditional workshop 
apprenticeship. As the metal working trades multiplied and 
subdivided, the training received by apprentices became 
more specific and no longer included the range of skills 
taught to the old millwright. In some cases the 
apprenticeship was formalised through the use of 
indentures, but often a boy was simply taken into the shop 
for training and gradually moved through the various tasks 
in the manufacturing process until he bad become a 
competent workman. Sometimes he then went into the drawing 
or designing office. In many ways the method resembled that 
used by civil engineers in the New York canal system 
although the hierarchy through which the boy moved might 
seem less formal. 
Mechanical engineers, too, were trained through 
apprenticeship in the machine shops and railway workshops, 
making it difficult to differentiate the two groups, or to 
define how some became mechanical engineers. What was the 
difference between the mechanical engineer and the 
mechanic; and how did an aspiring apprentice become a 
mechanical engineer rather than a mechanic or a fitter or a 
machinist? These were difficult guestions, and the cause of 
much debate. In Britain workshop apprenticeship remained 
the predominant method of training mechanical engineers 
until after 1900; the large railway and steam-engine shops 
were the most common places for young men to serve their 
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apprenticeships,In the United States, too, although 
academic education for engineers became increasingly common 
after 1870 it was not until after the turn of the century 
that it became the normal means of entry to the 
p r o f e s s i o n . M o n t e Calvert has suggested that the 
origins of professional mechanical engineering lay in the 
mechanic and designer occupations in these shops, and that 
the traditions associated with them shaped the 
attitudes of the new profession in the first half 
of the century and in the second half continued 
to dominate the thinking of the mechanical 
engineering elite. 
Some became mechanical engineers by birth, as it were, 
by virtue of their class position. In the United States 
many of the boys who entered workshops for mechanical 
engineering training were of similar social status to those 
who had taken positions as rodmen or chainmen in 
engineering parties. In the east coast cities of New York 
and Boston, in particular, many who aspired to mechanical 
engineering were the sons of well-established business or 
trading families; some came from wealthy manufacturing 
circles and a few from families in the established 
p r o f e s s i o n s . T h e s e men emerged from their 
apprenticeships secure in their status as mechanical 
engineers, not as artisans. For this group mechanical 
engineering 
offered a respectable way ... to retain a 
foothold in the new industrial society without 
entrapment in large-scale, mass-production 
manufacturing.^^ 
^^S.B. Saul, 'The market and the development of the 
mechanical engineering industries in Britain, 1860-1914', 
p. 129, in Economic History Review, 1967, vol. 20, no. 1, 
pp. 111-30. The alternative was the machine-tool shops, 
which were too small to provide effective training for more 
than a few of the young men seeking apprenticeships. 
Layton, The Revolt of the Engineers, 1971, p. 4. 
^^calvert, pp. 13, 3. 
38ibid., pp. 8-12. 
39lbid., p. 12. 
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Paradoxically, it was not this group which fought for the 
professionalisation of the occupation. Forming the majority 
of the early American mechanical engineers, and with their 
status already assured by birth, as entrepreneurs, or by 
the respect of others in the profession, these men felt 
little sympathy for the professionalising activity of those 
who followed them."^^ Although trained by apprenticeship 
their place in the elite of the profession was assured by 
their social position. 
Others entered mechanical engineering through naval 
service. Just as a commission in an army engineering corps 
guaranteed the social and professional status of the civil 
engineer, a trained naval engineer could expect to move 
easily into the professional ranks of mechanical 
engineering. Naval engineering provided a further parallel 
with military engineering, in that, as well as providing 
trained personnel, it was the source of many of the early 
college and university instructors in mechanical 
engineering.'^^ Later, when support for the academic 
training of mechanical engineers was high, many naval 
officers were actually seconded to the colleges and 
universities to teach mechanical engineering for a set 
period, often three or four years. A considerable number of 
those seconded later resigned their commissions in order to 
continue teaching. 
The inter-connectedness of civil engineering, naval 
engineering, and apprenticeship to mechanical engineering, 
is revealed in the career of Robert Thurston, one of the 
earliest lecturers in mechanical engineering at the Naval 
Academy. After obtaining a degree in civil engineering 
Thurston then served a machine shop apprenticeship in his 
40ibid., p. 71. 
41ibid., pp. 19, 23, 43-50. 
42ibid., p. 50. 
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father's firm.^^ Later to be influential in the formation 
of the American Society of Mechanical Engineers, Thurston 
spent his life as a practising mechanical engineer, an 
educator, and a strong proponent of school training for 
mechanical engineers. With a secure place in the mechanical 
engineering elite due to him socially, Thurston was also 
aware of the value of an academic training - even though 
his had been in civil rather than mechanical engineering. 
He was one of the few members of the mechanical engineering 
elite to support academic training, although he stressed 
that it should be complemented by a strong grounding in 
workshop skills as his own education had been. 
The other group who moved into mechanical engineering 
in the years before 1870, when academic training was less 
of an option, were the ambitious artisans who had been 
apprenticed to one or other of the millwright or 
metal-working trades. It was the existence of this group 
which was responsible for the disdain with which civil 
engineers looked upon mechanical engineers for many years, 
claiming that these men ^were no gentlemen in their sense 
of the word'.^"^ Unlike the academically trained engineers 
who were to become prominent in the 1880s this group was 
relatively uninterested in creating professional status for 
mechanical engineering. Coming from a workshop culture 
which valued and emphasised the practical and manual skill 
of the artisan/mechanic this group had no conception of 
itself as an elite, and would have preferred to see the 
status of the legal and medical professions brought down to 
a level with the artisan thc.n their own status raised above 
that of other skilled working men.^^ 
43ibid., p. 46. 
44ibid., p. 24. 
45ibid., p. 40. 
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Their importance, and the importance of their ideas 
and attitudes, can be gauged from the fact that the journal 
which represented their interests, American Machinist 
^remained for about twenty-five years [from its foundation 
in 1877] the major technical periodical for the mechanical 
engineering profession'. American Machinist, subtitled 
^A Journal from Machinists, Engineers, Founders, Boiler 
Makers, Pattern Makers and Blacksmiths', was often scathing 
of technical school and university graduates, and strongly 
urged the proposition that the difference between the 
mechanical engineer and the mechanic was one of degree, not 
kind.^"^ To an extent this view accorded with that held by 
the socially secure elite, who believed that the 
superiority of workshop training lay in its ability to 
uncover and nurture the natural genius, the man with true 
aptitude for mechanical engineering.'^^ Both the shop 
culture elite and the editors of American Machinist 
believed that the good mechanical engineer was born, not 
made. Their influence, and their insistence on the 
importance of shop training, had an impact on the form of 
training which would be offered to mechanical engineers for 
the next hundred years. 
Real engineers and parchment engineers 
Academic training in mechanical engineering became 
more readily available in the United States after 1870. The 
type of education offered varied dramatically, as did the 
standard and intent of instruction. The range extended from 
evening classes in mechanical drawing for apprentices and 
mechanics, to full or part-time manual training schools 
intended to produce artisans, to colleges and university 
departments providing professional training for mechanical 
engineers. In the nineteenth century however the different 
46ibid., p. 136. 
^"^American Machinist, 11 December 1886, p. 4. 
48calvert, p. 71. 
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roles of these institutions were not as clear cut as they 
appear here; commentators often did not distinguish between 
the forms and intent of the education they criticised or 
espoused, and the general confusion surrounding the 
identity and status of mechanics and mechanical engineers 
adds to the difficulty of the twentieth century analyst. 
Opposition to technical education came from groups 
which emphasised the value of traditional apprenticeship. 
The editors of American Machinist believed that technical 
training should be no more than a supplement to 
apprenticeship. They claimed that the feature which 
distinguished the mechanical engineer from the mechanic was 
the ability to make accurate and intelligible 
detail drawings of any machine which it is 
desired to build, or of any machine already built 49 
• • • 
If other education were to be involved it was definitely to 
be subordinate to, and to follow rather than precede, the 
workshop training of apprenticeship. Mechanical drawing 
classes were often commended to boys who wrote asking how 
to become mechanical engineers. Those who did not have 
access to formal classes were advised to approach their 
foreman or a knowledgeable workmate, for instruction; if 
that failed they were exhorted to teach themselves by 
practice and observation for when 
a skilled mechanic has become familiar with the 
draughtsman's art, he has made a long stride 
towards qualifying himself as a mechanical 
engineer.^^ 
The journal's editors strongly urged the virtues of 
respectability, frugality, and sobriety, together with the 
dignity of skilled manual labour. The practical man was 
lauded above all others (the letters column, for example. 
^^American Machinist, 18 June 1881, p. 18. 
SOibid. 
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was headed 'Letters from Practical Men'); self help and 
self improvement were applauded in a way that would have 
brought joy to the heart of Samuel Smiles. In July 1882, 
for example, readers were told that the story 
of a boy without money or influence seeking an 
opportunity to learn the machinist trade, and, 
after finding the desired chance, improving it so 
well during four years' apprenticeship as to save 
enough from his small pay as to pay his way 
through college, then going back to the shop and 
rising by his own energy and ability to be one of 
the foremost mechanical engineers of his time, is 
worth the study of every intelligent youth.^^ 
The mechanical engineering elite joined the mechanics 
representatives in advocating the importance of 
apprenticeship and workshop training. There was a fear that 
systematic formal schooling would turn legions of average 
students into mediocre mechanical engineers, thereby 
threatening the elite status of mechanical engineering. 
Shop training, with its ability 'to uncover the natural 
genius and to raise him above other men', should, at the 
very least, precede school training.^^ Some felt that the 
admission standards to engineering courses precluded those 
students most likely to succeed as engineers, ie. the shop 
trained apprentices, and that entry to such courses should 
follow shop t r a i n i n g . T h e elite genuinely believed that 
shop training produced superior mechanical engineers, 
capable of understanding and directing work, and, in fact, 
of performing it.^ '^  They would have agreed with the 
editors of American Machinist that there was no such thing 
as a 'book' engineer.^^ In 1885 the following homily 
appeared in American Machinist, with a moral that the old 
elite would have approved. 
Sllbid., 8 July 1882, p. 8. 
52calvert, pp. 70-1. 
53ibid., pp. 69-70. 
54ibid., pp. 70, 277. 
^^American Machinist, 15 July 1882, p. 3. 
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'I want to be a mechanical engineer', said a 
young man to a prominent engineer. That young man 
spent ten years in the business. He went to 
college; he attended technical schools; he took 
degrees and wrote half the alphabet after his 
name, but he was not an ^M.E.'. He never would be 
one. It was not in him. His schoolmate never saw 
even the walls of a technical school, yet the 
schoolmate became an "M.E.' in earnest. He was 
called to responsible positions, and filled them 
well. 
Those who favoured technical education offering 
something more than apprenticeship supplementation, faced 
many barriers. School trained engineers faced the derision 
of many of the ^practical men', and often found it 
difficult to obtain employment. As well, many of the 
schools were unsure of their role, unclear as to who their 
instruction was aimed at or what positions their graduates 
should be seeking to fill. There was much debate about the 
form and method of instruction. The influence of the 
"practical men' was strong enough to force schools "to pay 
lip service to and frequently adjust ... [their programs] 
to the demands of shop culture and the mechanical 
engineering e l i t e A s well there was debate within the 
institutions themselves about the content of academic 
curricula; the degree to which higher mathematics was 
necessary or desirable for mechanical engineers, for 
example, caused much conflict.^^ Although the battle for 
control of mechanical engineering was eventually won by 
those in favour of academic training, the practical men had 
a big impact on the schools and the blurred distinction 
between the artisan mechanic and the professional engineer 
remained for many years. 
Even schools which stressed practical training were 
criticised for moving outside traditional apprenticeship. 
Trade schools generally aimed to train mechanics skilled 
56ibid., 26 September 1885, p. 4. 
57calvert, p. 104. 
58ibid., pp. 53-5. 
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enough to take supervisory positions in workshops and 
factories. Usually they did not require high school 
graduation for admission, and thus they could operate as a 
^finishing school' after the completion of an 
apprenticeship, but often apprenticeship was not an entry 
requirement either. Generally these schools stressed 
practical training and acquisition of the artisan's skills. 
Although this emphasis might have been expected to be 
acceptable to the editors of American Machinist schools of 
this sort were condemned in the journal in 1885 on the 
grounds that "whatever may be the original intention' they 
were not content to train mechanics; instead, they 'drift 
into higher aspirations', instituting theoretical 
instruction, examinations and the conferring of degrees; 
changes sufficient to 'kill the work of a training 
school'.59 
Some forms of part-time supplementation did meet with 
the approval of mechanical engineers. Night schools were 
sometimes acceptable; young men employed during the day as 
workshop apprentices could attend night classes for 
instruction in 'the principles underlying the business they 
are engaged in learningSupplementation of workshop 
training was all that was approved; the replacement of 
apprenticeship by a course in a manual trades school, for 
instance, was unacceptable as the 'shop or factory is the 
only place where instruction ... can be successfully 
carried on'.^^ Even supplementation could be carried too 
far for some advocates of practical training. In September 
1883 American Machinist reported an address by an English 
engineer, Thomas F. Daltry, in which he claimed that 
knowledge of science and mathematics was not only 
unnecessary 'for nineteen-twentieths of the general run of 
engineers ...[but that] for their work they are better 
without the scientific habit of mind'.^^ 
S^American Machinist, 3 January 1885, p. 2; Calvert, p. 
57. 
60lbid., 21 March 1885, p. 8. 
Slibid. 
62ibid., 29 September 1883, pp. 5-6. 
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It was the growing interest of colleges and 
universities in teaching mechanical engineering, however, 
that caused the most disquiet amongst advocates of 
practical training. There were increasing numbers of 
college and university trained engineers who, together with 
their teachers, were largely responsible for the 
professionalisation of mechanical engineering. The 
universities and colleges began offering training in 
mechanical engineering in the 1860s and 70s; early in the 
1860s the federal government had instituted a system of 
land grants to encourage and support industrial and 
technical education in the states. Many new institutions 
were founded, and smaller ones expanded, although in some 
states the grants were distributed amongst so many 
institutions that their value was effectively reduced to 
almost nothing. It was to many of these new or extended 
^land grant colleges' that so many naval officers were 
seconded as teachers of mechanical engineering.^^ 
The spurt in educational facilities offered to 
prospective mechanical engineers after 1870 was enormous. 
In 187 0 Stevens Institute of Technology was founded in New 
Jersey solely to teach mechanical engineering. Robert 
Thurston, who had been teaching at the Naval Academy at 
Annapolis, was appointed professor in 1871 and he developed 
a curriculum which included considerable workshop practice, 
although it was a number of years before he was able to 
implement all the laboratory and machine shop work which he 
considered necessary. Other colleges and universities 
eventually followed his pattern and, by 1883, American 
Machinist had reported on Stevens Institute as well as the 
S^A.D. White, Selected Chapters from the Autobiography of 
Andrew D. White, 1905, pp. 81-7; Calvert, p. 50. 
^"^Dictionarv of American Biography, vol. 18, p. 518; 
Calvert, p. 49; when he drew up these plans he circulated 
them to engineers all over the United States seeking 
criticism and advice. 
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training available in the Department of Mechanical 
Engineering at Ohio State University, and the Department of 
Mechanic Arts at Cornell University. There were many 
others. 
The wide curriculum at Cornell University drew 
criticism from many of the older, more established 
universities, such as Harvard and Yale. Faculty members at 
those institutions believed that it was impossible and 
undesirable to offer advanced scientific and technical 
instruction at the same university as classical studies. 
Not only did Cornell offer this wide variety of courses, 
but university founders insisted that each course was to 
have equal status and validity. Other American universities 
which taught science had been used to relegate their 
students to a very inferior status.^^ When the critics 
saw the intended course of study for students in the 
Department of Mechanic Arts many were horrified, believing 
that a university was no place for manual training. 
The universities generally drew much criticism, and 
the most common epithet directed at university graduates 
was, predictably, that they were not sufficiently 
practical. By the turn of the century Cornell's degree in 
mechanical engineering was amongst the best known in the 
world and had over 800 students. Cornell was officially 
opened in 1868 with four hundred students, many of whom 
were offered the chance to support themselves through their 
studies by labouring for half of each day on the building 
works of the new campus. This practice was indicative of 
the attitudes of the man who had financed the university, 
Ezra Cornell, a Quaker who believed that university 
65white, pp. 104, 145. 
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education should be available to all who merited it.^^ 
The main degree courses originally offered to students were 
arts, literature and science. The arts degree was primarily 
a classics course with Latin and Greek; the literature 
degree centred around Latin and modern languages; and 
science offered modern languages in conjunction with 
various branches of science. Courses were available in such 
innovative subjects as political science, modern history, 
political economy and modern literature. 
Cornell University had set out to dispel fears that 
its graduates would be academic men with no practical 
training or ability. The first president of the university, 
Andrew White, was convinced that graduates of the 
Department of Mechanic Arts 
must have a direct, practical acquaintance with 
the construction and use of machinery before they 
could become leaders in great mechanical 
enterprises ... they must be made, not only 
mathematicians and draftsmen, but skilled 
workmen, practically trained in the best methods 
and processes.^^ 
How he developed these ideas is not clear. White was a 
professor of history, and had had little or no contact with 
the world of mechanical engineering. Cornell had begun his 
working life as a sort of mechanic/inventor, but the idea 
does not seem to have come from him. Possibly, in the days 
before American Machinist was founded the ideas of the 
practical men were so widespread as to have achieved 
general acceptance. Certainly Cornell was one of the 
earliest universities to offer degree length courses in 
mechanical engineering, beginning three years before 
Thurston circulated his plans for Stevens Institute. 
^^Ibid., pp. 125-30. He further encouraged participation 
by offering, each year, 512 free four year scholarships 
(which were innovative in that they provided living 
expenses as well as remission of fees) to the public school 
students of New York state. 
6"7ibid., p. 145. 
68ibid., pp. 156-7. 
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Although the practical work taught at Cornell was 
approved in principle by shoptrained men, they tended to 
object to the assertion that the professional mechanical 
engineer differed in kind from the journeyman mechanic. 
Their major objection was to the science and theory which 
made up the bulk of the course. The American Machinist's 
comment on university graduates was that 'it will be best 
to look for the skilful constructor and engineer among 
bearded men'.^^ Many contributors to American Machinist 
believed that the mathematics and science taught was 
unnecessary - some went further and believed it to be 
undesirable and, possibly, harmful. The most common claim 
along these lines, one that infuriated teachers and 
graduates, was that the steam engine 
has reached its present condition without 
receiving any important aid from what is 
generally understood as science or its special 
apostles. 
It was not only the practical men, however, who considered 
higher mathematics unnecessary for mechanical engineers. 
Among the instructors and graduates were a number who felt 
that mathematical skills were being over-emphasised. 
Opposition to the teaching of higher mathematics often came 
from the instructor's own colleagues. 
Courses like those at Cornell seemed, at first, to be 
unable to please anybody. The practical men decried the 
mathematics and science and said that workshop practice in 
a university setting could not hope to produce the skilled 
workman that the mechanical engineer should be. The 
universities railed against the threat to classical studies 
^^American Machinist, 13 January 1883, p. 6. 
"^Olbid., 9 May 1885, p. 8; see also 29 September 1883 
when Thomas Dalty said that 'mechanical engineering would 
not be much worse off at the present time if algebra and 
trigonometry had no existence ...', p. 5. 
"^^Calvert, pp. 54-6. 
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which they saw posed by the introduction of courses in 
science and technology. Graduates had to fight a great deal 
of prejudice to obtain employment. In the words of the 
British journal Engineer 
a college graduate was looked upon as a man who 
might make his way in the world despite his 
higher education ... 
When Robert Thurston took over the Directorship of the 
Sibley College of Mechanical Engineering, the old 
Department of Mechanic Arts, in 1885, the mechanical 
engineering degree had only sixty three students; when he 
died in 19 03 there were 885. Academic training had become 
far more acceptable, and the degree at Sibley was 
considered second to none."^ ^ A 1902 article in Engineer 
described the College and its courses in glowing terms, 
lamenting the fact that no similar institution existed in 
England. By 1902 Sibley College had developed eight 
departments; mechanical engineering, experimental 
engineering, electrical engineering, machine designing, 
mechanic arts, industrial drawing and art, and graduate 
schools of marine engineering and naval architecture, and 
of railway mechanical engineering. Thurston strongly urged 
that all candidates for admission should have already taken 
out an arts degree. 
In 19 02 the Engineer reported admiringly that Thurston 
has steadily advanced the entrance requirements. 
The Sibley engineering courses are the most 
rigorous of any university courses in 
America. 
"^^Engineer, 14 November 1902, vol. 94, p. 466 . 
"^^Dictionarv of American Biography, vol. 18, p. 519. 
"^^Engineer, 14 November 1902, vol. 94, p. 466 . 
"75ibid., In the 1880s the Engineer and most other 
journals of its type had complained that rising entrance 
standards of schools and colleges were excluding 
apprentices. 
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This signified a real change in attitudes to education, but 
Sibley still needed to provide more than mere theoretical 
training to earn such accolades. The magnificent endowment 
of Hiram Sibley, a friend and admirer of Ezra Cornell, 
allowed Thurston to provide facilities far more lavish than 
those at Stevens Institute. In 19 02 students were trained 
in the school's woodworking shop, smithy, foundry, and 
finally the machine shop where the hand tools used were 
those they had previously made in the blacksmith's shop. As 
well Sibley college had 'the best equipped laboratory of 
mechanical engineering in the country'."^^ Although not 
intended to produce master craftsmen the training gave a 
student 'the practical knowledge of tools and materials 
which will enable him ... to intelligently design and 
execute works 
The conflict between school and shop was not 
altogether avoided, though, by Sibley College. Educators 
believed that students needed only to be familiar with the 
processes and materials of their profession, while the shop 
men felt that they must be proficient workmen. The shop men 
still believed that academic education should come after 
apprenticeship, whilst college and university teachers felt 
that practical training could be acquired af terwards. 
By the mid 1890s some major American employers of 
mechanical engineers, like General Electric and 
Westinghouse, were developing bridging programs to give 
graduates practical experience; an indication that school 
training was winnning over shop training.^^ By the mid 
1890s these firms, and others, had developed systematic 
•76ibid. 
"77ibid. 
"78calvert, pp. 77-8. 
"^ M^any graduates, of course, had not had the benefit of 
the relatively large amounts of practical experience that« 
could be obtained at Cornell. It was recognised, however, 
that even Cornell men benefited by such programs. 
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programs designed to give graduates an understanding of 
work practices without turning them into artisans or 
'exposing them to the rough and tumble shop culture 
world'.^^ Some of the railroad companies had similar 
programs. In 1902 both the Pennsylvania Railroad and the 
Great Northern Railroad were employing graduates as 
"special apprentices'; General Electric was taking 150 
graduates a year into its training program.^^ Clearly 
these firms preferred to employ graduates, even if they 
then had to provide the final touches for their education, 
rather than train their own engineers. Calvert has 
described the introduction of such courses as the 
culmination of 'the process of superseding shop culture as 
an educational and professionalizing institution'.^^ 
School culture may have won by 1905, but its victory had 
been by no means uncontested or unconditional. Practical 
men had succeeded in forcing major changes in the shape of 
mechanical engineering courses and in imposing a view of 
the mechanical engineer which reguired that he have at 
least a good familiarity with the work of the mechanic. 
Professional associations 
The battle for control over the socialization and 
education of American mechanical engineers in the 1880s and 
90s was reflected in the formation of two associations 
representing the two major interests; that of shop culture 
and that of school training. The American Society of 
Mechanical Engineers was formed in 1880, and the Society 
for the Promotion of Engineering Education in 1893. The 
Society for the Promotion of Engineering Education was not 
a professional association of mechanical engineers in the 
sense that it was not practising mechanical engineers which 
made up its membership but teachers of engineering. 
SOcalvert, pp. 74-5. 
S^Engineer, 14 November 1902, vol. 94, p. 467. 
82calvert, p. 74. 
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Nevertheless, it functioned as a professional association 
in its attempts to influence the development of mechanical 
engineering. The internal development of a profession can 
be influenced by educational institutions and professional 
associations, through 
their opportunities to determine the 
socialization process for the individual 
professional or would-be professional at 
different stages of his career ... their ability 
to set standards of knowledge and skill ... [and] 
their self-assumed right to regulate titles and 
degrees ...^^ 
In its early years the American Society of Mechanical 
Engineers (ASME) was strongly identified with the 
shop-culture elite of the profession. Formed by three men, 
of whom Robert Thurston was one, the ASME remained small 
and select for the first twenty years of existence. 
Although the careers of its founders ^illustrateCd] the 
gradual transition of mechanical engineering from a craft-
based art to a scientific profession', it was many years 
before the ASME concerned itself with the issues of 
professional status and behaviour. Membership was 
divided into three categories (full, associate and junior). 
The formal requirements were very low, allowing entry to 
most of those concerned with mechanical engineering, 
although this was tightly controlled by the nomination 
system. Prospective members, of any grade, required a 
personal recommendation from a full member, ensuring that 
the Society remained an elite organisation selected, in the 
main, from shop-trained men. Calvert has described the ASME 
in its earliest years as ^almost a kind of gentleman's 
club'. More than half of the members in these years were 
entrepreneurs or managers of businesses.^^ College or 
technical school graduates would have found little about 
the ASME congenial to them and, in any case, were unlikely 
Q^ibid., p. 43. 
S'^Layton, p. 36; Calvert, pp. 112-26. 
S^calvert, pp. 112-13; Layton, p. 37. 
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to have the personal contacts in shop culture which were 
necessary to obtain membership.^^ 
In the 1880s the ASME really did not fulfil many of 
the functions of a professional association. The society 
heard and discussed technical and scientific papers 
presented by its members but made no attempt to raise the 
status of the profession or to influence public perceptions 
of engineering. As a society it did not seek to influence 
technical education, standardize entry into the profession, 
regulate the use of titles or develop a code of ethics, 
although a number of members were involved as individuals 
in some of these issues. What status it did achieve for 
mechanical engineering was a reflection of the high status 
of its founders and leaders rather than of any attempt to 
improve the status of the profession as a whole. In fact 
the members of the ASME were concerned that mechanical 
engineering should not become a mass profession but remain 
a small elite group of highly talented individuals. 
Ironically, the ASME began its existence as a professional 
association in the hands of men who opposed 
professionalism. 
The fact that the ASME did not officially seek to 
intervene in the professional development of mechanical 
engineering does not indicate that such issues were not 
discussed, or were not considered important. Although some 
of these issues were discussed, the ASME did not see its 
role as encompassing such matters, at least not in any 
formal or official way. Rather, the ASME acted as a learned 
society, sharing knowledge and ideas between members and 
seeking to improve practice by such interchange; and as a 
highly effective, but informal, means of socialising young 
mechanical engineers into maintaining the dominance and 
importance of shop culture and the network it sustained. 
^^calvert, p. 115. 
S^ibid., pp. 125-6, 281. 
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At least two specially professional issues were 
discussed by the ASME in its early years - the use of 
titles, and the licensing or registration of practitioners 
by the state.^^ The use of the title "Mechanical 
Engineer' was an issue which demonstrated, yet again, the 
opposite interests of school culture and shop culture. It 
was a problem which had its origins in the beginning of the 
profession, and its earliest discussion was over the 
guestion of what differentiated the millwright and the 
mechanic from the mechanical engineer. Like American 
Machinist's editors most ASME members believed that a 
mechanical engineer was a highly skilled craftsman who had 
talents in design and mechanical drawing. 
In 1886 the ASME had discussed a paper dealing with 
the training of dynamic engineers'; this new title was not 
adopted by the Society, but its discussion seems to have 
been prompted by a debate about the use of titles in 
American Machinist.^^ In 1881 American Machinist had 
asserted that a "millwright is a mechanical engineer who 
makes a speciality of mill work'.^^ Four years later, 
readers were told that 
we don't hear much now-a-days from the good chaps 
they used to call millwrights. They don't call 
themselves by that name now. They call themselves 
mechanical engineers.^^ 
did not have access to ASME records in Australia. 
Other issues may well have been discussed, but it is clear 
that the Society did not feel it right or necessary to take 
formal decisions or action in relation to them. Infoormation 
on discussion of these two issues comes from Calvert, The 
Mechanical Engineer in America; 1830-1910, and from 
•^erican Machinist which regularly reported ASME matters. 
^^American Machinist, 3 July 1886, p. 8; 30 October 1986, 
p. 7 . 
^Oibid., 5 February 1881, p. 8. 
Ibid., 5 December 1885, p. 4. 
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The editors of American Machinist defended the shop-trained 
man's right to call himself a mechanical engineer, a 
^purely descriptive title, as much so as that of machinist 
or boiler-maker'. Rather scathingly, they went on to say 
that the only man 
who is in justice entitled to write M.E. after 
his name unless he is a mechanical engineer, is 
one who has graduated from some school or 
college; such an one may be a mechanical engineer 
in fact, or by enactment only. Real mechanical 
engineers, whether graduates of schools or not, 
may in time feel constrained to adopt some other 
descriptive name - something to indicate that 
they are more than M.E. by title 
When a letter protesting this article appeared in the 
following issue the editors commented that the signatory, 
William Kent, was a technical school graduate and a 
mechanical engineer who had ^earned the right to be 
considered such by his work outside of a school 
The editors continued to refer to ^mechanics, or engineers 
if they prefer to be called so', but twelve months later it 
was revealed that some ASME members, at least, had 
apparently taken to heart their suggestion that a new title 
might be required to distinguish the real mechanical 
engineer from the parchment M.E. 
Registration of engineers was not only discussed by 
ASME members, but was firmly and officially opposed.^^ 
Their opposition was consistent with the shop-culture view 
of who or what a mechanical engineer was; it was felt that 
licensing would involve rigid formal standards of a type 
which would be unable to measure creativity, or natural 
genius. In this matter the ASME was in accord with the 
Institution of Mechanical Engineers in England. In 1888 a 
92ibid., 5 September 1885, p. 8. 
93ibid., 19 September 1885, p. 8. 
94calvert, pp. 127-8. 
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private members bill introduced into the British parliament 
would have required the registration of all practitioners 
of engineering, architecture and surveying after they had 
passed qualifying examinations. Both the engineering 
Institutions opposed the Bill and it was eventually 
withdrawn. The Institution of Mechanical Engineers had 
taken the stand that a^ system of qualification by 
examination alone is not, and cannot be suited to such a 
profession as mechanical engineering'.^^ American 
Machinist also opposed the use of qualifying exams for 
engineers, unless they were largely practical in nature. In 
the United States such examinations were used to issue 
licenses to stationary engineers and to various grades of 
naval engineers. These examinations were invidious, 
according to American Machinist, because of the way in 
which they favoured the technical school graduate 
with figures and data fresh on his memory, and 
who will write off a string of formulas as long 
as your arm, and in case of ... accident to the 
machinery, would not know which way to turn or 
what to do ...^^ 
In contrast to the ASME, the Society for the Promotion 
of Engineering Education favoured both the registration of 
engineers and the restriction of titles. Formed in 1893 the 
Society had a membership of 379 in 1904; membership was 
open to those ^who occupy, or have occupied, responsible 
positions in the work of engineering instruction'.^"^ The 
interests of the educators whom the Society represented lay 
in the discrediting of shop training, as a way of improving 
the status of their graduates and preventing them from 
becoming wage-earning workmen. At a time when the word 
engineer 'could mean anything from a locomotive operator, 
to an engine-oiler, to the President of the ASME', many 
^^Parsons, p. 34. 
^^American Machinist, 15 August 1885, p. 5. 
^"^Proceedings of the Society for the Promotion of 
Engineering Education, vol. 12, September 1904. 
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engineering educators believed that only those possessing a 
degree in mechanical engineering should be permitted the 
use of the title M.E.^^ Registration would have achieved 
the purpose equally well, raising the status of college 
educated engineers, by formalising the requirements for 
practice of the profession. 
Although it was active for many years the Society was 
not as influential on the shape of the profession as the 
ASME was to be. The work of discrediting shop training and 
replacing it with school training was being done in the 
schools rather than by the Society. When it was formed in 
189 3 school training was well on the way to ousting 
workshop apprenticeship as the means of entry into 
mechanical engineering, a fact attested to by the number of 
teachers eligible to join the Society. Calvert puts the 
date of absolute ascendancy of school culture at 1905.^^ 
The ASME's strong connections with workshop culture 
prevented it taking on a true professionalising role before 
1905. Although membership continued for many years to be 
based on low formal standards and personal recommendation 
the Society had begun to undertake some professional 
activities by 1910; endorsement of some industrial and 
engineering standards, for example.^^^ No real change 
could be expected until it had become a mass membership 
organisation. By 1923 shop-trained engineers were being 
rapidly outnumbered by graduates and, in order to survive 
financially and influentially, the ASME had had to become 
less of a club and more of an all-encompassing professional 
association. In 1923 it had 18000 members, more than half 
of the mechanical engineers in the countiry, but the strong 
influence of the shop culture elite and its informal 
leadership continued.^^^ 
^^Calvert, p. 162; American Machinist, 19 September 1885, 
p. 6 . 
y^Calvert, p. 281. 
lOOlbid., pp. 125-30. 
lOlibid., p. 130. 
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The influence of shop culture remained strong even 
while the ASME began to undertake professionalising 
activities. Although most mechanical engineers in the 
United States were graduating from colleges and 
universities by this time, rather than from machine shops 
and railway workshops, the idea that the mechanical 
engineer required craft skills still had influence. Most of 
the academic institutions had been forced to provide some 
workshop practice, or some means by which students could 
gain it. The view that the mechanical engineer required 
some special skill or aptitude for manual work persisted 
for many years, and was largely due to the origins of the 
job in the metal workshops. 
The push for professionalisation came largely from the 
new group of university and college trained mechanical 
engineers. Professionalisation of mechanical engineering 
was also supported by the civil engineers. Although civil 
engineers often accorded mechanical engineers lower status 
than themselves, and sometimes spoke as if they were 
members of a different profession, it was clear that the 
status of engineering could only be effectively raised and 
maintained through the professionalisation of all 
engineers. For those mechanical engineers who sought 
professional status the link with the civil engineers was 
useful in establishing their claim. 
CHAPTER 7 
Mechanical Engineering in Australia 
When the First Fleet sailed from England mechanical 
engineers were virtually unheard of. At the end of the 
eighteenth century mechanical engineering had not yet been 
differentiated from the work of metal craftsmen or from 
that of civil engineers. In fact the civil engineers, 
although a much older group, had not yet separated 
themselves from architects, surveyors, and building 
contractors. Many men advertised their services in all of 
these areas and it was rare, before the 1850s, for a man to 
practice solely in one or other of these professions.^ 
The work which we would now think of as mechanical 
engineering was still the province of the craftsmen 
millwrights.2 This chapter deals with the origins of 
mechanical engineering and of education for mechanical 
engineers in Australia (primarily in Victoria and, to a 
lesser extent. New South Wales) in the second half of the 
nineteenth centuiY-
The origins of mechanical engineering in Australia 
The mechanical engineer's predecessors, the 
millwrights, were in great demand in the new settlement. 
New South Wales' first steam engine was erected in 1813 or 
1814 by John Dickson, who had brought the engine, in parts, 
from England. The engine was the first of many to power 
flour mills. In the 1840s Sydney's public water supply was 
Ij. Freeland, The Making of a Profession: a history of 
the growth and work of the architectural Institutes in 
Australia, 1971, pp. 4-7. 
Selfe, 'A Century of Australian Engineering', p. xiv, 
a paper presented to the Engineering Section of the Royal 
Society of New South Wales, 1900. 
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upgraded by the installation of cast iron pipes and a steam 
powered pumping engine.^ As well, in the years between 
18 21 and 1851, sewerage and drainage were improved, and 
reticulated gas was introduced in Sydney; all of these jobs 
were done by millwrights or mechanical engineers. A growing 
market for small, locally built steam ships for both inland 
and coastal waters also stimulated the demand for 
mechanical engineers.^ The millwrights of this period 
were generally private contractors, although some of the 
earliest were undoubtedly convicts, and most of the work 
was carried out for government. Where overall design 
supervision was required, for large public projects, this 
was carried out by civil engineer/architects or military 
engineers employed by the government. The first civil 
engineer was not officially appointed to the colony of New 
South Wales until 1823, but men had acted in the combined 
offices of government engineer, architect and surveyor 
since the earliest settlement.^ 
The earliest mechanical engineering workshops in New 
South Wales and Victoria were very small, often employing 
no more than one or two men. In the 1840s and 50s however, 
some quite large firms were founded. In 1842 Peter Russell 
started the Sydney Foundry and Engineering Works, which was 
later to become P.N. Russell and Company, specialising in 
shipbuilding and repairs.^ Russell had worked in his 
^A.H. Corbett, 'The genesis of mechanical engineering in 
Australia', p. 416, in Chartered Mechanical Engineer, 
London, vol. 15, no. 9, October 1968, pp. 416-9. 
^ibid., p. 416. 
5B. Lloyd and W.J. Wilkin, The Education of Professional 
Engineers in Australia, 1962, p. 357; and J. Freeland, pp. 
4-7. This practice of combining the duties of the three 
offices continued throughout the colonies for many years 
although a single title quite often sufficed for the gosition. 
A.H. Corbett, "The genesis of mechanical engineering in 
Australia', p. 417; and A.H. Corbett, 'The history of 
engineering and engineering education in Australia', pp. 
105-6, in Australian Journal of Science, vol. 19, no. 49, 
March 1957, pp. 101-16. 
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father's foundry in Hobart; his brother Robert Russell had 
been trained as a mechanical engineer in Scotland, where 
their father had owned the Phoenix Foundry and Engineering 
Works. Langlands Foundry, in Melbourne, was also 
established in 1842 with a 'small slide rest lathe turned 
by foot' as its sole machine tool. The discovery of gold in 
1851 provided a great impetus to mechanical engineering, 
and Langlands was the first Victorian company to 
manufacture mining machinery. Many other firms were 
established in the 1850s. Robison Brothers, established in 
1854 as the Victoria Copper Works, eventually built 
locomotives for suburban rail lines, and the refrigeration 
machinery for the first commercial cargoes of frozen meat 
from Victoria to England.^ 
It was not until after the 1850s that men in the 
Australian colonies began to call themselves mechanical 
engineers. During the late 1860s the term 'practical 
engineer' was in usage, and was seemingly almost 
interchangeable with that of mechanical engineer. At the 
1869 inquiry into the management of the Victorian 
government's railway workshops at Williamstown a number of 
witnesses referred to themselves as 'practical engineers'. 
Men applying this description to themselves ranged from 
F.C. Christy, superintendent of the workshops, who called 
himself a 'practical and civil engineer', to ordinary 
workmen in the fitting and turning shops.^ The term 
'mechanical engineer', while apparently known to all, was 
used by a different group. Board members used it quite 
often in their questioning, asking if this or that man was 
trained in mechanical engineering or was a competent 
^J.G. Burnell, 'One Hundred Years of Engineering in 
Victoria, Part Two, Industrial Development', 1934, p. 407, 
in Journal of the Institution of Engineers, vol. 6, no. 10, 
pp. 407-12. 
°Minutes of Evidence to the board appointed to enquire 
into the management of the Williamstown workshops and into 
the efficiency of the locomotive branch of the Railway 
Department, 1869, VPP, vol. 4, no. 73, pp. 69, 126, 129, 
131. 
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mechanical engineer. The Engineer-in-Chief of the colony's 
railways used it when asked whether he had an expert 
knowledge of the locomotive department; he replied that 'I 
was not educated as a mechanical engineer, but as a civil 
engineer.'^ It appears that the majority of the men 
questioned in this inquiry preferred to call themselves 
practical engineers or simply engineers, while the term 
mechanical engineer was used mainly by a small number of 
men holding senior positions of authority. 
The shift in perception whereby men began to refer to 
themselves as mechanical engineers was slow and gradual. It 
is illustrated here by two individual cases, one from 
Sydney and one from Melbourne. Fourteen year old Norman 
Selfe was one of P.N. Russell and Go's first apprentices in 
1855. He was indentured to ^all branches of the trade, 
including millwrights work', a fact of which he remained 
proud forty-five years later.^^ After 
serving an apprenticeship to practical work in 
the pattern, millwright, fitting, turning, and 
erecting shops, [he] was afterwards most of his 
time in the drawing office, where he became chief 
draughtsman before the expiry of his articles • • • 
The son of a plumber, Selfe went on from his training as a 
metal tradesman to be a leading figure in Australian 
mechanical engineering. He was a founder of the Engineering 
Association of New South Wales in 1870, and president of 
that body in 1877-9. He taught mechanical drawing at the 
School of Arts from 1865 and was a member of the Board of 
Technical Education from 1883. He has been described as the 
'father of the Sydney Technical College' and as 'the 
leading representative of the generation of "the all-round 
9ibid., p. 144. 
^^Corbett, 'The genesis of mechanical engineering ...', 
p. 417; Corbett, 'The history of engineering ...', p. 106; 
and Selfe, p. xv. 
^^Selfe, p. xxviii. 
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e n g i n e e r " ' . A l t h o u g h proud of his training in the 
millwright's craft he considered himself a mechanical 
engineer. 
Peter Johns' career, and the fortunes of the company-
he founded in Melbourne, is illustrative of the shifting 
emphasis from craft work to scientific mechanical 
engineering in the second half of the nineteenth century. 
Johns was an iron fitter, a builder's son, who had worked 
in England as a foreman at the re-erection of the Crystal 
Palace. On arrival in Melbourne in 1856 he set up a 
business building iron houses; in the 1860 Directory he was 
described as a corrugated-iron worker. In 1870 Thomas 
Pearce joined him as foreman of his growing firm; Pearce 
had served an apprenticeship with the Birmingham firm, 
Boulton and Watt, who manufactured the first steam engines. 
By 1874 the sign on the works said 'Engineer and 
Blacksmith', and soon afterwards the firm branched into 
hydraulic engineering. Its first hydraulic lift was 
installed in 1877; ten years later lift manufacture had 
become a large part of the business, and the sign said 
'Johns and Co., Engineers', In 1888 the firm became a 
public company - 'Johns Hydraulic and General Engineering 
Co.'. The name remained until 1892 when it was changed to 
Johns and Waygood Ltd after a takeover of the Australian 
Waygood Elevator Company.^^ Although he did not become a 
public figure, like Norman Selfe in Sydney, Johns was a 
successful businessman. He was for many years a member of 
the Victorian Institute of Engineers, a body which accepted 
his definition of himself as a mechanical engineer. 
^^Proceedings of the Engineering Association of NSW, vol. 
25, 1909-10, p. 5; and Stephen Murray-Smith's entry on 
Selfe in the Australian Dictionary of Biography, vol. 6, 
pp. 100-1. 
^^G. Blainey, One Hundred Years; Johns and Waygood Ltd., 
1856-1956, 1956, pp. 1-36. 
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A career in mechanical engineering almost invariably 
began with a boy's apprenticeship in a metal working shop. 
Some, like Norman Selfe and Henry Houghton, received a 
wide-ranging training which extended beyond the bounds of a 
particular trade. Houghton was general foreman at the 
Williamstown railway workshops in 1869; the superintendent 
there thought that he had been indentured to 
pattern-making, fitting and millwrighting. Most, 
however, were apprenticed to a particular trade. Johns was 
trained as an ironfitter and was one of a large number of 
men, "artisans by training, who in the long trip from 
England and by ambition and study had been metamorphosed' 
into engineers.^^ Such a route to mechanical engineering 
was recognised as both usual and acceptable. Terms of 
apprenticeship varied; F.C. Christy had served four years 
in England but five years appears to have been more common. 
As mentioned in chapter two the length of an apprenticeship 
was often varied to suit the age of the apprentice; it was 
customary for a boy to complete his apprenticeship before 
his twenty-first birthday. The Amalgamated Society of 
Engineers (ASE), a benefit society with only limited 
industrial relations functions before the 1880s, 
represented engineering tradesmen, and reguired that its 
members should have served at least five years.^^ 
Most boys were apprenticed to one of the ASE approved 
engineering trades: blacksmithing, patternmaking, fitting 
and turning. Of these the group most likely to set up their 
own businesses, and to call themselves mechanical 
I'^ F.C. Christy, Minutes of Evidence to the 1869 board of 
inquiry, p. 77. 
l^Freeland, p. 15. Freeland was referring to men being 
metamorphosed into architects but the comment applies 
equally well to many of those who practised engineering in 
the new colonies. 
^^K. Buckley, The Amalgamated Engineers in Australia 
1852-1920, 1970, p. 30; for this view of the ASE see J. 
Rich, 'Engineers and work in Victoria, c. 1860-1890', 
unpublished fourth year thesis. Department of History, 
University of Melbourne, 1986, pp. 55-65. 
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engineers, were the patternmakers; they had the knowledge 
of mechanical drawing and design necessary to tender for, 
and complete, a job. As well they often possessed many more 
tools than other tradesmen. Their job was to design, or 
assist in the design of, a prototype for each new job. To 
assist in this they often built wooden models of the 
machinery which was to be constructed, and they needed to 
be competent with the tools and techniques of many of the 
other tradesmen. 
It is rare to discover to what particular trade the 
boy served his apprenticeship. In at least some cases there 
were no formal indentures, although Ann Larson has 
suggested that engineering was one of the few industries 
where the main features of formal apprenticeship survived 
until near the end of the nineteenth century. Some 
engineering firms continued to require payment of premiums, 
and boys commonly served the first period of their training 
(stretching from six months to two years!) without 
w a g e s . T h e Williamstown railway workshops employed only 
about 8 to 10 boys in 1869 of a total workforce of 
approximately 145; the boys were not formally indentured, 
although the superintendent referred to them as 
apprentices. For the first eight months of their employment 
these boys received no wages; after that they were paid 
"such pay as they are considered to be worth'.^^ The 
length of their training is not stated. 
It is probable that many of those who went on to call 
themselves mechanical engineers had been trained as pattern 
makers. The lack of product specialisation in workshops, 
and the limited usefulness of machine tools in this period, 
I'^A. Larson, Growing up in Melbourne: Transitions to 
Adulthood in the Late Nineteenth Century, PhD thesis, ANU, 
1986, pp. 93, 95. 
181869 Board of Inquiry into the Williamtown workshops. 
Minutes of Evidence, F.C. Christy, p. 74, and T. 
Higinbotham, p. 159. 
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meant that patternmakers were both important and 
well-trained. Rich has suggested that it was the 'most 
promising apprentices [who] were guided to the drawing 
office and pattern shop - . - ' , implying that perhaps boys 
were usually apprenticed to one of the other trades, only 
moving into patternmaking when it became clear that they 
possessed an aptitude for it.^^ Such a shift would have 
been facilitated by the practice of many employers of not 
completing indenture papers until after the boy had 
successfully served his apprenticeship.^^ 
While both mechanical engineering and the Australian 
colonies were young, and in need of skilled workers, 
mechanical engineering was a relatively open occupation. 
Men who had been trained as fitters, turners, boilermakers, 
even civil engineers, became mechanical engineers. But it 
was the patternmakers who were best suited to do this. In 
the United States there was a strong and influential body 
of opinion which asserted that the main distinguishing 
feature of the mechanical engineer was his ability in 
mechanical drawing.^^ Pattern makers were trained in this 
skill although, by 1840, the means were becoming available 
for other apprentices and artisans to acquire it. 
One of the few Victorian mechanical engineering 
workshops to specialize in particular types of work, before 
the 1880s, was the Victorian government locomotive 
workshops at Williamstown. In 1869 the workshops employed 
approximately 145 men who were responsible for the 
maintenance and repair of locomotives and rolling stock for 
the colony's 256 miles of railway.^^ Locomotives were not 
Rich, 'Engineers and work in Victoria, c. 
1860-1890', p. 11. 
^^Buckley, The Amalgamated Engineers in Australia 
1852-1920, p. 75. 
-^"•See American Machinist, 18 June 1881, p. 18. 
^^Minutes of Evidence, of the board appointed to enquire 
into the management of the Williamstown workshops, pp. 74 
and 146. 
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designed or built at the workshops, although carriages and 
other rolling stock were; until the early 1870s all railway 
locomotives were imported from England.^^ Engines built 
for the Victorian railways were inspected in England by an 
agent of the department who was authorised to accept 
delivery; once accepted a locomotive would be dismantled 
and shipped to the colony where its re-erection was the 
responsibility of the Williamstown workshops. Many 
complaints were made about the ^scandalous' condition in 
which some locomotives had been received, but the 
Department had no redress once its agent had accepted 
delivery in England. In 1869 the situation had improved 
somewhat although witnesses to the Board of Inquiry 
admitted that considerable work was still required in some 
cases to put an engine on the line. Board members were told 
by the workshop superintendent, F.C. Christy, that although 
it would be technically feasible to build locomotives at 
Williamstown the cost would be prohibitive, even when the 
savings in shipping, insurance and re-erection costs on 
English locomotives were taken into account. 
Work at the Williamstown workshops was under the 
supervision of Christy who was also responsible for smaller 
workshops in the regional centres of Geelong, Ballarat, 
Sandhurst and Echuca. Under Christy at Williamstown were 
two foremen, Henry Houghton who was in charge of the 
general shop (the turners, fitters, blacksmiths, 
boilermakers, etc.), and Giles Dobney who was in charge of 
the carriage builders. Much evidence was given to the 1869 
Board of Inquiry to the effect that such wide-ranging 
supervisory responsibilities could not be satisfactorily 
fulfilled by any individual, and that leading hands should 
be employed in each separate department. Evidence was 
23see T.G. Parsons, ^Government contracts and colonial 
manufacture: the example of Victorian railways in the 
1870s', in Australian Journal of Politics and History, vol. 
26, no. 2, 1980, for details of the move into colonial 
manufacture in the 1870s. 
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called from a number of managers and owners of private 
engineering workshops in the colony, all of whom stated 
that the arrangements at Williamstown were both inefficient 
and unusual. 
Supervision of the workshops was of particular 
interest to the members of the 1869 Inquiry into their 
management. A great deal of questioning was intended to 
discover the degree of competency that supervisors 
possessed in specific areas of work. A particular question 
in the minds of Board members was the kind of competence 
required; did a supervisor need to be able to perform the 
work himself, or simply to have a knowledge of it? Was it 
likely that any single individual would be competent to 
supervise such a large, and wide-ranging, shop? Christy was 
questioned at length on this matter, both as regards 
himself and his foremen; the following exchange is only one 
example. 
Q: Do you think a millwright is competent to 
superintend the repairing of a locomotive boiler? 
A: Certainly not. 
Q: By what rule do you apply Mr Houghton to 
superintend the repairs of the boilers? 
A: Simply because he has had considerable 
experience at home on the Eastern Counties and 
other lines. 
Q: The experience of any man at anything is 
actually working at it? 
A: Yes. 
Q: Do you think Mr Houghton has a better 
knowledge of a boiler-plate, and caulking a seam, 
than any boiler-maker would have? 
A: No, I think not. 
Q: Is Mr Houghton a blacksmith? 
A: He is not a blacksmith in the exact terms of 
blacksmith, but he thoroughly understands 
smithing. 
Q: Is he competent to superintend the 
blacksmiths? 
A: Thoroughly. 
Q: By what rule? 
A: By the rule that any practical engineer who 
has served his time to a trade as a practical 
engineer is competent to superintend the whole of 
the branches. 
^^Minutes of Evidence, 1869 Board of Inquiry into the 
Williamstown Workshops, p. 77. 
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Later he was asked directly whether he thought a man could 
sufficiently direct work that he himself was unable to 
perform; he replied, 'Yes, I think so. I can, I think, 
direct any smith's work, and I am not a smith myself. 
Other aspects of work organisation in the colony's 
mechanical engineering workshops were detailed in evidence 
before the Board. The Williamstown workshops were unusual 
both in their size and their organisation. Failure to 
exercise supervision through working foremen or leading 
hands was commented on by many witnesses as an example of 
poor management that did not exist in privately run 
workshops. Earlier in the 1860s it had been suggested that, 
because of lack of product specialisation, Australian 
mechanical engineers were called on to exercise more 
general skills than their English counterparts.^^ This 
was probably correct, although it is clear that, in the 
majority of cases, the general nature of the workman's 
skills did not extend beyond the boundaries of a single 
trade. The individual trades which together made up 
mechanical engineering maintained quite separate 
identities, as is evidenced by some of the remarks made 
about boilermaking. Christy stated that boilermaking "is a 
trade that requires a life knowledge', while another 
witness, when asked, "Will you see this piece of 
boiler-plate?' replied that he did not 'profess to be a 
boiler-maker; it is a branch to itself entirely'. 
Because of the impossibility of one man being competent 
over such diverse areas as blacksmithing, boilermaking, and 
fitting, tradesmen both expected and were granted a 
considerable degree of autonomy in the way that they 
actually performed their work. Although design 
25ibid., p. 78. 
26see Rich, p. 21, for this claim. 
^'^Minutes of Evidence, 1869 Board of Inquiry into the 
Williamstown Workshops, Mr Christy, p. 76; Enoch Chambers, 
p. 129. 
-241-
specifications might come from a pattern-maker, 
draughtsman, or supervisor, the actual work of transforming 
metal remained largely under the control of the individual 
tradesman. 
Although the various trades remained carefully 
demarcated from one another it is clear that mechanical 
engineering in this period was a very fluid occupation with 
quite indeterminate boundaries. Why some men chose to call 
themselves mechanical engineers or practical engineers 
while others continued to describe themselves as turners or 
fitters is unclear. Certainly, official statistics of the 
period tell us more about the confusion surrounding 
mechanical engineering as an occupation than they do about 
its growth or structure. Ann Larson has complained that the 
^occupational classifications used in Victoria's censuses 
seem to have been perversely designed to frustrate 
historical research'. Many of the difficulties, in the case 
of mechanical engineering, appear to have arisen through 
general confusion over who or what were mechanical 
engineers. Calvert has identified a strong entrepreneurial 
link with early mechanical engineering in the United 
States. Due to deficiencies of the kind pointed out by 
Larson this is impossible to verify for Victoria, where 
people were classified according to the materials on which 
they worked rather than any criteria such as employer or 
employee status.^^ The earliest Victorian censuses (1854, 
1857 and 1861) had a single occupational category for 
blacksmiths, whitesmiths, founders, and mechanical 
engineers, etc; the 1871 census did not list the title 
'mechanical engineer' in any occupational category but an 
index refers the researcher to engine and machine makers, 
agents and dealers. In 1881 that category had been 
formalised as mechanical engineers, engine and machine 
^^Ann Larson, p. 73. For a discussion of Calvert's views 
on entrepreneurialism see my chapter six, 'They call 
themselves mechanical engineers'. 
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makers, agents and dealers. On consideration of the 1891 
census categories one is inclined to sympathize with 
Larson's frustration. In that year there were separate 
entries for 
* consulting mechanical engineers [who were listed 
among the professional classes], 
* boiler caulkers, cleaners and makers, 
* engineers (mechanical), engine makers, fitters, 
smiths and apprentices, 
* engineers (undefined), 
* machine and machinery makers, 
* railway engine makers, fitters and repairers, 
* agricultural implement and machine manufacturers, 
* millwrights, 
* engine drivers (undefined), and 
* contractors for the erection of machinery!^^ 
Just as we know little about the criteria that defined 
a mechanical engineer in this period and marked him (it was 
always a him!) off from the turners, fitters and other 
metal-working tradesmen, we also know very little about who 
the mechanics and mechanical engineers were. Only limited 
biographical information is available on those who entered 
these trades and professions, and what there is is badly 
skewed towards the engineering end of the scale and the 
enterpreneurially successful. Biographical information is 
available almost coincidentally in the records of the 
various engineering Institutes and Associations but, 
naturally, it relates to those who became members of those 
organisations and not to those who were content to think of 
themselves as engineering tradesmen. This source of 
information is even more limited by the fact that the 
information available nearly always refers to those who 
^^victorian Census, 1861, 1871, 1881, 1891. See Appendix 
B for the figures given for these categories, and for a 
discussion of the difficulties involved in making use of 
these statistics. 
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became prominent in the organisation, as president or, more 
occasionally, to those who presented scientific or 
technical papers. A more concentrated and systematic source 
of biographical data is to be found in the Australian 
Dictionary of Biography. This source appears to be even 
more skewed than the records of the engineering societies; 
the occupational index for volumes one to six of that work 
lists no boilermakers, fitters, turners, engine or 
implement makers or millwrights. It lists two blacksmiths, 
one engineering contractor, one foundry owner, four iron 
founders, one locomotive driver, and seventy-nine 
engineers. Some of this might be put down to the same 
kind of confusion as that which obviously bedevilled the 
census takers; except that there is also not a single entry 
for boot and shoemakers, an occupation which experienced no 
such confusion of identity.^^ Rather, the ADB is strongly 
biased toward those who were financially successful or 
became well known. 
It is possible to hypothesise about the social origins 
of those who joined the metal working trades, and to 
compare these hypotheses with the admittedly 
unrepresentative sample obtained from the various 
biographical sources. Such hypotheses will be largely based 
on what we know about nineteenth century employment 
practices. Larson has told us that apprenticeship in the 
engineering trades survived in its main features until late 
in the nineteenth century, and that payment of premiums and 
a reasonably long period of service without wages were 
relatively common.^^ Low wages paid to apprentices 
generally would have precluded boys from the poorest 
sections of the community from taking up apprenticeships, 
^Ojulie Marshall and Richard Trahair, Occupational Index 
to the Australian Dictionary of Biography 1788-1890. 
-^i-See Appendix B for the data extracted on the social 
origins of mechanical engineers from the Australian 
Dictionary of Biography. 
•^ A^nn Larson, pp. 93-95 . 
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as they could quickly earn more for themselves and their 
families as labourers and unskilled workers. This advantage 
would have been increased by the no-wage period often 
imposed at the beginning of an apprenticeship, and by the 
requirement that a premium be paid to the master. If we 
hypothesise that apprenticeships were often arranged on the 
basis of personal acquaintance between the relatives of the 
apprentice and his employer we might also expect that those 
men who worked in unskilled occupations would have few 
opportunities to apprentice their sons to engineering or 
any of its trades. We would expect, then, to find that very 
few of the fathers of those for whom we have such 
information would be unskilled workers or labourers, but 
that they would come largely from the stratum of tradesmen, 
professionals and merchants. 
Biographical data on the fathers of fifty four 
engineers who worked in Australia was available from the 
first six volumes of the Australian Dictionary of 
Biography. Of the fifty-four sons for whom there are 
entries I have classified twenty-five as civil engineers, 
twenty-four as mechanical engineers, three as military 
engineers, and one each as mining and electrical 
engineers.^^ The figures support the hypotheses that 
unskilled workers would be poorly represented among the 
fathers of this group: none of the fathers of those who 
worked as civil engineers fall into this category; while, 
of those who worked as mechanical engineers, there are two 
who may have been unskilled - both of whom worked for 
railway companies, a traditional source of employment for 
mechanical engineers and metal tradesmen.^^ In the case 
of both the civil and mechanical engineers a large 
2^See Appendix B for more details of these 
classifications; suffice to say here that the 
classification of 'mechanical engineers' was defined 
generously, and included some men who practiced in both 
civil and mechanical engineering. 
^^The sons of both these men served their apprenticeships 
with railway companies, although it is not clear whether it 
was with the same companies that their fathers worked for. 
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proportion of the fathers were occupied in trades or 
professions in some way allied to engineering. 
TABLE 1 
OCCUPATIONS OF FATHERS OF CIVIL AND MECHANICAL ENGINEERS 
FATHERS OCCUPATION 
SONS WORKING AS 
CIVIL ENGINEERS 
SONS WORKING AS 
MECHANICAL 
ENGINEERS 
Engineers, architects. 
surveyors 6 2 
Drawing master; builders. 
land agent 4 3 
Metal working tradesmen 1 4 
Other tradesmen 1 1 
Other professions, eg. 
clergy, law, medicine 4 2 
Civil servants. 
administrators 4 1 
Naval personnel - 2 
Military personnel 1 -
Miners & mine managers 1 1 
Merchants 2 2 
Farmers - 3 
Railway workers - 2 
Professor (of 
mathematics) - 1 
Traffic manager (probably 
on canal or railway 
system) 1 1 
TOTAL 25 24 
Source: Australian Dictionary of Biography, 1788-1890, 
vols 1-6. 
Although the sample here is unrepresentative, for the 
reasons discussed above, and the sample size is too small 
to allow significant results to be drawn from it, some 
observations can be made. The numbers of civil and 
mechanical engineers are virtually equal but the 
occupations of the fathers of the two groups differ 
considerably. In both cases there is a large number of 
fathers involved in trades or professions allied to the 
type of engineering practised by the sons: thus 6 fathers 
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of the civil engineers were engineers, architects or 
surveyors, another 4 were builders, land agents and a 
drawing master in a military academy, and 1 other was a 
traffic manager; only 2 fathers of the mechanical 
engineers, on the other hand, were engineers and there were 
no architects or surveyors, there were three builders, four 
metal-working tradesmen, two railway workers, and a 
professor of mathematics. On this analysis, then, 44% of 
the fathers of civil engineers worked in occupations allied 
to civil engineering, and 50% of the fathers of mechanical 
engineers were allied to mechanical engineering 
occupations. Of those who were not so allied, there are 
also significant differences between the two groups; four 
fathers of civil engineers were civil servants or 
administrators while only one father of the mechanical 
engineers was similarly occupied, there were four members 
of the established professions of law, medicine and the 
clergy among the fathers of the civil engineers and only 
two among those of the mechanical engineers. Three of the 
mechanical engineers had fathers who were farmers, while of 
those with military occupations the two in the navy 
fathered mechanical engineers and the army man's son was a 
civil engineer.^^ 
The table seems to indicate that the fathers of 
successful civil engineers tended to come from a higher 
social stratum than those of successful mechanical 
engineers. This accords with expectations, given the 
newness of mechanical engineering, its connection with the 
work of tradesmen, and its confused social status in this 
period. It can be seen even more clearly that the fathers 
of both groups were in nearly all cases of sufficient 
^^This last instance is particularly interesting, given 
the traditional links between military and civil 
engineering on the one hand, and naval and mechanical 
engineering on the other. See chapter six for a discussion 
of this relationship in Britain and America, but note that 
the figures here relate to only three individuals and are 
statistically quite insignificant. 
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social status, or were working in occupations sufficiently-
allied to engineering, to be likely to have among their 
acquaintances or employers suitable masters for their sons 
to be apprenticed or articled to. The sons of the poor and 
unskilled hardly appear in this sample at all; the costs of 
an engineering apprenticeship would preclude most of them, 
but a more representative sample would no doubt include 
some. Also likely to appear in larger numbers in a more 
representative sample, particularly of mechanical 
engineers, are the sons of both metal and non metal-working 
tradesmen. The assumption that recruitment or employment 
practices tended to rely on the existence of personal 
acquaintance, and perhaps patronage, also seems to be 
supported by the available information. 
While none of this information tells us how or why 
some men became mechanical engineers while others became or 
remained fitters or patternmakers, it is possible to make 
some suggestions. If, as has been shown for the United 
States by Calvert, there was a strong entrepreneurial link 
with mechanical engineering, then the availability of a 
small capital sum may have launched some men into 
mechanical engineering while others remained wage-earning 
tradesmen. Such capital would probably have been more 
likely to be available to the sons of those higher up the 
social scale, and it is reasonable to surmise that those 
same sons may have had a broader education than their 
poorer colleagues. Additionally, the greater the degree of 
social equality between the father and his son's employer, 
the more likely it seems that the apprentice or pupil would 
be watched over with additional care and perhaps provided 
with a more rounded training and greater opportunities. On 
this analysis those sons who were apprenticed to their 
father's or to other close relatives should have received 
particularly good training. 
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Engineering education in the nineteenth century 
Whatever we might surmise about the social origins of 
mechanical engineers, or about the reasons why some became 
mechanical engineers and other became mechanics, it was to 
be many years before the possession of educational 
qualifications could be used to distinguish between the two 
groups. The earliest technical education in Victoria and 
New South Wales was part-time and voluntary. Aimed largely 
at apprentices and young tradesmen the classes offered were 
usually in isolated single subjects with no provision for 
systematic progression from one to another. There was no 
system of awarding recognised qualifications, and no 
standards or means of comparing the level of instruction in 
one course with another. Usually, a fee was charged. 
Engineering education in Australia was first provided 
by the Sydney Mechanics' School of Art in 1840. The School 
was founded in 1832 but the first lecturer in engineering 
was not appointed until eight years later.^^ Many young 
apprentices, including Norman Selfe, attended the evening 
classes offered there to supplement the practical training 
they were receiving during the day.^"^ In 1879 the School 
of Art became a technical college and, ten years later, was 
taken over by the New South Wales government and became the 
Sydney Technical College.^® It is not clear what form the 
earliest classes in engineering took; the class in 
mechanical drawing, often the basis of such instruction, 
was not established until 1865. 
In Melbourne formal technical education for mechanical 
engineers seems to have begun later than in Sydney. The 
Ballarat School of Mines began teaching in 1870 and the 
Bendigo School of Mines in 1873, but the Working Men's 
^^Lloyd and Wilkin, p . 157. 
^'^corbett, 'The history of engineering and engineering 
education in Australia', p . 109. 
^^Lloyd and W i l k i n , p . 159. 
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College in Melbourne was not founded until 1882.39 ^he 
earlier establishment of the Schools of Mines is evidence 
of the important influence of mining on mechanical 
engineering in Victoria, as is the fact that some of the 
largest of the foundries and mechanical engineering 
workshops were established in Ballarat (Phoenix Foundry), 
Castlemaine (Thompson's), and Bendigo. The Schools of Mines 
mostly provided for a different kind of student to those 
who attended the classes of the Sydney Mechanics' School of 
Art or the Melbourne Working Mens' College. The Ballarat 
School of Mines, for example, aimed to produce competent 
mine managers or engineers and many of its students 
attended full time day classes. 
It is very likely that provision of formal mechanical 
engineering instruction was preceded by small classes in 
mechanical drawing, mensuration and suirveying offered 
intermittently throughout the suburbs. In 1869 the 
superintendent of the Williamstown railway workshops 
referred to some drawings which had been made by David 
Fenwick, a young man just out of his apprenticeship at the 
workshops. Asked who taught Fenwick to draw Christy replied 
that 'I think he has taught himself to a great extent by 
attending school in the e v e n i n g . O t h e r institutions 
sometimes provided "bits and pieces' of an engineering 
education on a spasmodic basis. The Melbourne Public 
Library, for example, offered a series of lectures on 
engineering in the 1870s but no systematic or formalised 
education in mechanical engineering was available to 
apprentices or working men. 
39corbett, "The history of engineering and engineering 
education in Australia', p. Ill; Lloyd and Wilkin, p. 357; 
and B.E. Lloyd, The Education of Professional Engineers in 
Australia, p . 215. 
"^^Minutes of Evidence, 1869 Board of Inquiry into the 
Williamstown Workshops, p. 86. 
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Civil engineering was taught at the University of 
Melbourne from as early as 1861, when a two year 
Certificate of Engineering was introduced. Although 
formally a full-time course the timetable was arranged to 
suit the convenience of students who were employed during 
the day. Six of the original fifteen students were 
engineering cadets in the Survey Office or with the 
railways.^^ Eight soon abandoned the course, complaining 
that it was either too difficult, or too elementary. Those 
who continued, according to Geoffrey Blainey, ^were so 
ignorant of mathematics that they could not follow the 
principles of surveying - the core of the course. Not 
surprisingly, they were not very successful. The first 
Certificate in Engineering was not conferred until 
1866.'^^ The course continued in existence until 1883, 
acquiring a third year at some point in this period, but 
only thirty-six Certificates were ever a w a r d e d . T h e 
third year introduced a subject in practical mechanics and 
some mechanical drawing but it remained essentially a 
course in surveying, quite relevant to civil engineers but 
not to those who intended working as mechanical 
engineers.^^ 
In 1882, one year before the Certificate was replaced 
by a four year Bachelor of Civil Engineering, John Monash 
enrolled in an Arts degree with the intention of continuing 
on to study engineering. The new degree required three 
years study in the Arts course, which had a large component 
"^ IA.H. Corbett, 'The first hundred years of engineering 
education, 1861-1961', p. 149, in Journal of the 
Institution of Engineers Australia, April-May 1961, pp. 
147-59. 
42G. Blainey, A Centenary History of the University of 
Melbourne, 1957, p. 5. 
4 J-The recipient was William Charles Kernot, later to 
become the first professor of engineering at the University 
of Melbourne, and a man who was to have great influence on 
the shape of the engineering profession and engineering 
education. 
44corbett, 'The first hundred years of engineering 
education, 1861-1961', p. 154. 
45Lloyd, pp. 215-7, 452. 
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of mathematics and general science, followed by a year of 
engineering subjects. In his first year of Arts, Monash 
studied Latin, Greek, upper and lower mathematics, logic, 
chemistry, mineralogy, and botany; Latin and Greek were 
compulsory. He failed Latin and one other subject, and 
consequently the year as a whole. When he repeated in 1883 
the new degree was in place. He replaced botany with 
natural philosophy, a subject which embraced what we would 
now call physics. Latin remained a compulsory subject, 
owing to the requirement that one should take out an Arts 
degree before proceeding to the degree in Civil 
Engineering; despite several attempts Monash did not manage 
to pass this subject until 1893."^^ In second year he 
passed advanced mathematics, natural philosophy II, French, 
German, and practical chemistry. As he was intending to 
study engineering he was also required to take surveying 
and levelling, and practical mensuration, subjects which 
were not credited to his Arts degree.^^ He attempted 
third year in 1886, and again in 1887, eventually passing 
in advanced and mixed mathematics, natural philosophy III, 
geology, and palaeontology. He completed fourth year in 
1890 and, in 1893, was entitled to a masters degree in 
engineering by virtue of having gained three years 
practical experience after g r a d u a t i o n . O n e year of 
practical experience, under a qualified engineer, was 
required before the Bachelor's degree was awarded; this 
rule was carried over from the old Certificate and survived 
until the 1930s.49 
By the time Monash completed his studies in 1890 the 
regulations required only two years of Arts, followed by 
two years of engineering. The new regulations came into 
Serle, John Monash; a biography, 1982, pp. 29-33, 
109. 
47ibid., p. 42. 
^^Ibid., pp. 61-2, 103. Monash had in fact had his three 
years experience well before he graduated. 
^^Lloyd, p. 220; Corbett, 'The first hundred years of 
engineering education, 1861-1891', p. 150. 
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effect in 1888, when the engineering department was 
upgraded to faculty level.^^ In 1893, the year in which 
Monash was awarded the masters degree, the BCE ceased to 
have any formal connection with the Arts course. The first 
two years of the new four year course nevertheless were 
remarkably similar to those which Monash had undertaken, 
although he would have been grateful that Latin was no 
longer required. First year required students to pass in 
pure and mixed mathematics, natural philosophy, and 
chemistry. In second year pure mathematics and natural 
philosophy were continued, with the addition of physical 
geology and mineralogy, and surveying, levelling, 
mensuration and drawing. The third and fourth years were 
devoted more specifically to engineering subjects, with 
applied mechanics, advanced surveying, mechanical drawing 
and descriptive geometry, civil engineering I, and drawing 
and quantity surveying being required in third year. Fourth 
year gave the students their first and only choice 
throughout the degree; they studied mechanical engineering, 
civil engineering II, and one of hydraulic engineering, 
architecture, and mining and metallurgy.^^ 
Sydney University did not introduce its four year 
Certificate of Engineering until 1883, but it was quickly 
upgraded to a three year bachelor's degree in civil 
engineering in 1884.^^ William Henry Warren was the first 
lecturer in the discipline, and his appointment was 
upgraded to that of Professor of Engineering in 1884 when 
the degree course was introduced. He remained in that 
position until 1925. Unlike Professor Kernot at the 
University of Melbourne Warren was a practical mechanical 
engineer with very little formal engineering education. He 
^Oyictorian Engineer, vol. 3, no. 5, 15 November 1888, 
Dp. 6, 13. 
^^Lloyd, p. 452. Note that this was the only architecture 
subject offered in any Australian university. The first 
degree in architecture was introduced at Sydney University 
in 1918; see Freeland, p. 203. 
52Lloyd, p. 214. 
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had served a seven year apprenticeship in the workshops of 
the London and North-Western Railway, which he probably 
supplemented with some part-time attendance at a technical 
school. Later he was awarded a Joseph Whitworth 
scholarship, receipt of which allowed him to gain some 
full-time academic education at the Royal College of 
Science in Dublin,and Owens College in Manchester. He 
arrived in New South Wales in 1881, and was employed as a 
draughtsman in the Public Works Department.^^ Like its 
counterpart at Melbourne University the BCE originally had 
a common first year with the Arts Degree, but this 
requirement was waived in 1890 provided that students had 
passed the NSW Senior Public Exam in Latin and three 
mathematics or science subjects.^^ 
In 1900 a Department of Mechanical Engineering was 
established at Sydney University by a very generous 
donation of £50,000 from Peter Russell, after whom the 
school was named. It was to be many years before the 
University of Melbourne could provide laboratories of the 
standard of those which Russell had financed at Sydney.^^ 
It seems very likely that William Warren was influential in 
gaining the support of Peter Russell for the school. 
Russell clearly believed in the value of a wide-ranging 
practical training for mechanical engineers, as his 
training of Norman Selfe indicates, but he had had no 
academic education himself. The example of Warren, a 
practical and highly respected mechanical engineer, 
undoubtedly influenced the form of Russell's gift to the 
University. The P.N. Russell Scholarship was established 
and, like the Whitworth scholarship which had been so 
53a.H. Corbett, The Institution of Engineers, Australia; 
a history of the first fifty years 1919-1969, 1973, p. 43. 
^"^Corbett, 'The first hundred years of engineering 
education, 1861-1891', p. 151. 
^^See comments in evidence given to the Royal Commission 
on the University of Melbourne, Minutes of Evidence, 
Professor Kernot, p. 97, in Victorian Parliamentary Papers, 
1903, vol. 3, pt. II, no. 20. 
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beneficial to Warren, it was designed to allow promising 
apprentices to attend the university and study for a degree 
in mechanical engineering. Applicants were required to have 
worked for three years in a workshop and to have passed 
certain subjects at the Technical College. Unfortunately 
the first scholarship, awarded in 1900, was frustrated by 
the University's refusal to relax its entry requirement of 
matriculation standard, including the study of two foreign 
languages.^^ 
By the end of the 1880s the university courses in both 
Sydney and Melbourne were well established, although only a 
small minority of engineers were trained in them. Some 
teaching was provided in subjects of interest to mechanical 
engineers but, as their titles suggest, the degrees were 
essentially for civil engineers. Some graduates of these 
courses, nevertheless, did practice as mechanical 
engineers; more common were those like John Monash, who 
undertook both civil and mechanical work in the early years 
of his practice.Degrees in mechanical engineering were 
not introduced until much later; the course at Sydney 
University commenced in 19 00 and the first degree was 
awarded in 1903. In Melbourne a degree course in mechanical 
engineering was introduced in 1907 as a result of the 
recommendations of an Inquiry into the engineering school 
in 1903.^^ The introduction of degrees in both civil and 
mechanical engineering at Melbourne University coincided 
with periods of expansion for the University as a whole. In 
the decade in which the BCE was introduced student numbers 
at the University doubled from less than 300 to over 600. 
S^For details of the P.N. Russell Scholarship see 
Proceedings of the Engineering Association of NSW, 1900-1, 
vol. 15, p. 42. 
"^^ See, for example, the Victorian Census, 1891, in which 
the occupations of male university graduates (from all, not 
only Australian, universities) is listed. Only twenty-eight 
were listed as engineers (civil, mechanical, mining). 
SSserle, p. 121. 
^^Corbett, ^The first hundred years of engineering 
education, 1861-1961', p. 155; Lloyd, p. 214; Report of the 
Engineering School Inquiry Committee, Select Committee of 
the Senate, University of Melbourne, 1903, p. 2. 
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Ten or fifteen years of economic stringency followed before 
the degree in mechanical engineering was established in 
1907. This followed a major review into the finances and 
running of the University and a new injection of Government 
funds. Between 1904 and 1914 student numbers again 
doubled.6 0 
In both New South Wales and Victoria diploma courses 
in engineering had commenced at the technical colleges in 
the 1890s. The Sydney Technical College issued its first 
Diploma in Engineering in 1895 while the Ballarat School of 
Mines followed closely in 1897.^1 In contrast to the 
university degree courses, the college diplomas 
were developed in the context of parallel 
mechanical trades education, and contained a good 
deal of mechanical drawing, machine shop 
practice, pattern making and moulding and even 
blacksmithing.^^ 
At the Working Men's College in Melbourne engineering 
courses began in 1899. The first diploma was awarded in 
1903, in which year the Director of the College, Frederick 
Campbell, gave evidence before the Royal Commission into 
the University of Melbourne. The College taught mechanical, 
electrical, mining, and marine engineering, and aimed to 
'prepare men as managers or foremen', not consulting 
engineers; that, like civil engineering, was left to the 
University. Although a high level of mathematics was 
required Campbell claimed that the virtue of the College 
was that its courses were technically and practically 
based, whereas the University taught 'mathematics as a 
branch of physics 
^^See G. Blainey, A Centenary History of the University 
of Melbourne, pp. 21, 25. 
^-^Lloyd and Wilkin, pp. 159, 173, 357 . 
Perry, The School of Mines and Industries Ballarat; 
A History of its First One Hundred and Twelve Years, 
1870-1982, 1984, pp. 90-91, 177. 
Royal Commission on the University of Melbourne, 
Minutes of Evidence, Frederick Campbell, pp. 167-8, 
Victorian Parliamentary Papers, 1903, vol. 3, pt. II, no. 
20. 
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The Ballarat School of Mines opened in 1870, and 
awarded its first Associate Diploma in 1897. The School 
concentrated on mining engineering, aiming to train men ^to 
be mining engineers capable of running a large mine'. 
Gilbert Dawbarn, professor of engineering at Ballarat, told 
the Royal Commission on Technical Education in 1901 that 
the School of Mines training was equivalent in standard to 
that provided by the University. The School had 
introduced three year courses leading to the award of an 
Associateship of the School of Mines, Ballarat in 1890. 
Associateship courses were available in agriculture, civil 
engineering, electrical engineering, geology, metallurgy 
and mining engineering. The course in geology still existed 
but the others were apparently allowed to lapse.^^ That 
the School was rare, both in its courses and the way they 
were organised, is evident from a staff memorandum drawn up 
(probably in 189 3) in response to Education Department 
attempts to treat it, administratively, as identical to the 
other technical schools for which it had responsibility. 
The memorandum pointed out that the School, unlike most 
others of the time, 
is not simply a school for evening classes, since 
the most important part of the work is performed 
during the day ... [and] does not merely prepare 
students and issue certificates in single science 
subjects. Its chief work is to train students for 
those professions most intimately connected with 
the mining industry ... [by] such continuous, 
systematic and progressive training as this 
School has now prepared itself to supply, which 
it has been supplying for some time past, and 
which is not supplied by r^^ Y other School in 
Victoria or indeed in Australia. 
"^^ Royal Ommission on Technical Education, Minutes of 
Evidence, Gilbert Dawbarn, p. 384, in Victorian 
Parliamentary Papers, 1901, vol. 3, no. 36. 
biiW. Perry, The School of Mines and Industries Ballarat; 
A History of its First One Hundred and Twelve Years, 
1870-1982, 1984, pp. 90-91, 177. 
'^ '^ Cited in Perry, p. 93. 
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In 1900 the School had 254 students of whom seventy were 
studying for Associateships; one hundred and twenty 
students were occupied in full-time study. Although there 
was no entrance examination for single subject students 
those wishing to take out an Associateship were expected 
'to have a general education of matriculation 
standard'. Dawbarn believed that the School should be 
entitled to award degrees; he was opposed to moves to 
introduce a degree in mining engineering at the 
University.^^ 
The ^uselessness and undesirability of University 
training ...' 
William Kernot, the first university graduate in 
engineering in Australia, encountered a great deal of 
prejudice and scepticism from employers as to the value of 
his studies. His situation was probably aggravated by the 
fact that, unlike many of those who would follow him in the 
early years, he had had no other form of training at all. 
He had not been through an apprenticeship or pupilage 
either before or during his university career. In 
mechanical engineering he was self-taught, through 
experimentation in his father's home workshop.^^ Kernot, 
himself, had not been very impressed with the Certificate 
course at the University of Melbourne. He referred 
scathingly to the course as being "little more than two 
years surveying', but felt, nevertheless, that his skills 
should be of some value. The inadequacies of the 
67ibid., pp. 169, 177. 
^^Royal Commission on Technical Education, Minutes of 
Evidence, p. 384. 
^^Corbett, "The first hundred years of engineering 
education, 1861-1961', p. 151; his father was, for many 
years, the MLA for Geelong, and a keen amateur scientist. 
Two of his other sons also became prominent in the 
engineering field. 
"^ T^he Late Professor W.C. Kernot, Lecture to Students, 
1893', p. N38, reprinted in the Journal of the Institution 
of Engineers Australia, June 1965, pp. N33-N39. 
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Certificate course, and his early experiences of 
employment, had a profound influence on his views 
concerning the education and training of engineers; views 
which he espoused publicly for many years and which he 
attempted to implement during his long career in the 
Engineering Department at the University. In many ways 
Kernot was unlucky. William Warren arrived at very similar 
views through his experience of the value of having both 
practical and theoretical training; his was a positive 
experience, whilst Kernot's was decidedly negative. 
In a lecture which appears to have been delivered to 
engineering students in 189 3, probably to mark the 
separation of the BCE from the Arts course, Kernot 
described his education and career. Having left the 
university ^buoyed up with hope' he sought employment in 
the foundries and engineering workshops. The owners and 
managers of these establishments, however, "were firmly 
convinced that nothing learnt at the University was of 
[the] slightest use to them Government employment 
seemed to offer no better opportunities; the Certificate in 
Engineering was not officially recognised, and the only 
entry to the public service was through the Civil Service 
Examination. This examination Kernot considered to be very 
elementary, 'requiring but little knowledge, but demanding 
a high degree of mechanical proficiency in spelling and 
simple arithmetic ... 
After much difficulty he obtained work in the Mines 
Department through the intervention of a family friend, and 
there began an unhappy ten year career in various 
departments of the public service. In none of these 
departments was he employed as anything more than a 
draughtsman. This was a blow to his ego as he considered 
himself both intellectually and socially superior to his 
workmates 
71ibid., p. N33. 
^Sibid., p. N34. 
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whose only qualifications were the mere 
handicraft skill in handling drawing instruments, 
and that knowledge of routine that comes with a 
few years ordinary office work 
Kernot was not good at routine work, and many years later 
readily admitted that he "was slow ... [and] made mistakes 
hopelessly outdistanced by men of not one tenth of my 
education'. Unfortunately, he was not tactful either; 
all his life he was embroiled in controversy and disputes 
with other engineers whose work he publicly attacked. This 
may have accounted for some of the "extraordinary 
antipathy' of the Railways Chief Engineer, Thomas 
Higinbotham, to university education for engineers. He 
apparently "never missed an opportunity of impressing ... 
[upon Kernot] the uselessness and undesirability of 
University training for Engineers If young 
engineers went straight from school to the office or 
workshop, he believed, they would be less likely to "think 
they knew more than their superiors', a trait which he 
attributed to the "useless theoretical training' of 
University engineers.^^ 
Ironically, Kernot's younger brother Maurice had a 
very successful engineering career in the Civil Service, 
having failed to complete his Certificate course at the 
University. Like William he was employed by the Water 
Supply Department, the Mines Department and the Railways 
Department. He joined the Railways Department in 1874 and 
spent the rest of his working life there. In 1907 he 
succeeded to the position of engineer-in-chief, previously 
^^ibid., p. N36. 
"^ w^.C. Kernot, "Presidential Address' to the Victorian 
Institute of Engineers, p. 15, in Transactions and 
Proceedings, vol. 7, December 1906. 
/^Kernot, 1893 Lecture, pp. N35-6. 
^^ibid., p. N36. 
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held by William's enemy Thomas Higinbotham, a title he held 
until 1923. 
Kernot's personality, whilst it may not have improved 
the situation, cannot be entirely blamed for the attitudes 
of employers. Many engineers believed that training could 
only be provided in the office or workshop. Mechanical 
engineers, in particular, were thought to require a lengthy 
workshop training in order to make them competent workmen. 
This attitude existed not only in Australia, but in England 
and the United States as well, and it was not without 
considerable substance. Graduates of the earliest courses 
often were slow, arrogant and impractical; often possessing 
vast amounts of theoretical knowledge which they were 
unable to apply to a problem. Employers and older engineers 
were rightly suspicious of the value of such training when 
the graduates seemed so much less useful than 
workshop-trained men. 
"^Australian Dictionary of Biography entry on Maurice 
Edwin Kernot. His son Charles Home Kernot later became 
chief engineer of the Victorian State Electricity 
Commission. 
CHAPTER 8 
Craft or Profession? attitudes towards skill, 
education and professionalism 
Engineering societies were formed in New South Wales 
in 1870, and in Victoria in 1883; naturally their early 
members were products of apprenticeship or pupilage, not 
universities or colleges. This chapter considers the 
attitudes of Australian engineers, mainly but not always 
mechanical, to such issues as education and training, 
status, and professionalisation. In particular it attempts 
to understand the history of their organisations through a 
consideration of these attitudes. Again, the main emphasis 
is on Victoria and the members of the Victorian Institute 
of Engineers, although contrasts and comparisons are drawn 
between that organisation and the NSW Engineering 
Association. Expressions of opinion are also drawn from the 
professional press of the time. 
Education, training and status 
The acceptability of academic training for engineers 
grew along with its availability. However that acceptance, 
in most cases, was only ever partial and conditional; 
largely coming about as courses were modified, and graduate 
expectations were lowered, as a result of attitudes like 
those Kernot had met with. Gradually a system emerged which 
attempted to combine what were thought to be the best 
features of the two systems, the old pupilage and the new 
academic training. 
As early as 1871 William Kernot had described, in a 
lecture at the Melbourne Public Library, his conception of 
the ideal training for civil and mechanical engineers. He 
began by describing the work of civil and mechanical 
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engineers; that of the civil engineer, he said, 
is most onerous, and makes very exacting demands 
upon the forethought, skill, judgement, and care 
of those who follow it. The mechanical engineer 
usually finds an outlet for his skill in acting 
as contractor to the civil engineer for metal 
work, and as manufacturer of machinery ... He 
needs extensive experience in the manipulation of 
metals . . . ^  
This view of the mechanical engineer as a subordinate of 
the civil engineer persisted for many years. It had 
significant effects on the type of education offered to 
mechanical engineers; its origins lay in the origins of 
mechanical engineering itself, in its close connections 
with the metal trades.^ 
Often, university training was thought less important 
or appropriate for the mechanical engineer. The importance 
of practical knowledge and workshop practice was stressed. 
One result of this attitude was that, for many years, most 
academically trained mechanical engineers passed through 
the technical colleges rather than the universities.^ 
Occasionally the opposite was argued. In 1902-3 an inquiry 
was held into the teaching of engineering at Melbourne 
University, and T.W. Fowler, Lecturer in Surveying and 
Civil Engineering, claimed that far too much higher 
mathematics was included in the courses for civil 
engineers. Mechanical engineers he considered a special 
case, however, and their needs were felt to warrant the 
Iw.C. Kernot, 'The education of engineers', p. 32, in 
Lectures, Second Series, Melbourne Industrial and 
Technological Museum, 1871. 
2see, for example, the Presidential Address, Proceedings, 
of the Engineering Association of New South Wales, 189 2-3, 
p. 3; the 'Civil Engineer can give full vent to his 
inventive genius, as he knows the Mechanical Engineer will 
find ways and means to carry out his ideas at a reasonable 
cost'. 
^Donald Clark, paper in the Transactions and Proceedings 
of the Victorian Institute of Engineers, vol. 16, 1916-17, 
pp. 20-33. 
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full quota of mathematics taught."^ Generally though there 
was a view that the academic achievements required of 
mechanical engineers were of a lower order than those for 
civil engineers. 
This attitude sometimes led to unpleasantness between 
mechanical and civil engineers. In 1889 an attempt by the 
Victorian Institute of Surveyors to include the civil 
engineers in its title led to a proposal for its 
amalgamation with the Victorian Institute of Engineers. 
There were civil engineers in both Institutes, and some 
proposed that, as they were outnximberd in both societies, 
they should form their own association.^ One member of 
the Surveyors Institute referred to the Victorian Institute 
of Engineers as a group of "blacksmiths and stonebreakers' 
with whom he would not wish to associate, obviously 
referring to the artisan origins of many of the Institute's 
mechanical engineering members.^ In 1892-3 when the two 
Institutes were to vote on the desirability of forming a 
united Institute of Surveyors and Engineers many members of 
the Institute of Surveyors remained unhappy about the 
inclusion of mechanical engineers, who were to be able to 
qualify for membership by pupilage and experience.^ 
'^ Royal Commission on the University of Melbourne, Minutes 
of Evidence, in Victorian Parliamentary Papers, 1903, vol. 
3, pt. II, no. 20, pp. 116-7; see also Report of the 
Engineering School Inquiry Committee, Select Committee of 
the Senate, University of Melbourne, May 1903. 
5in 1885 it was estimated that, of the 124 members of the 
Victorian Engineers Association, there were 'about forty 
civil engineers, including those engaged in hydraulic, gas, 
electric, and roadway engineering, about ten mining, 
half-a-dozen marine, and about sixty-eight mechanical 
engineers . . . ' / Transactions and Proceedings, Victorian 
Institute of Engineers, vol. 1, 1883-5, President's Address 
1885, pp. 31-2. 
^Building and Engineering Journal of Australia and New 
Zealand, 28 September 1889, pp. 271, 286; 2 November 1889, 
pp. 37 2-3. /Ibid., 17 December 1892, p. 250; 17 January 1893, p. 8. 
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The difficulties of defining the mechanical engineer, 
as distinct from the engineering tradesman, resulted in 
such attitudes and confused the debate about the provision 
of education. The widespread use of the title to include 
everyone from fitters and turners to men like Norman Selfe 
and John Monash caused many problems, most of which related 
to the mechanical, rather than the civil, engineer.^ In 
1891 the Building and Engineering Journal claimed that 
there had been 'a great deal of unnecessary difficulty' in 
distinguishing between the skilled mechanic and the 
mechanical engineer. It was obvious, said the editor, that 
although a mechanic might eventually become a mechanical 
engineer it was the mechanical engineer who conceived and 
originated work which was then carried out by the 
mechanic.^ It may have been obvious to the editor of 
Building and Engineering but it was not at all clear to the 
members of the various Institutes who were seeking to frame 
policies on education, training and qualifications. As late 
as 1914 the president of the Engineering Association of NSW 
admitted that the various grades of engineering workers, 
from artisans to professionals, shaded into one another and 
were difficult to differentiate clearly.^^ 
Much of the difficulty in defining mechanical 
engineers stemmed from their work situation. Lloyd has 
pointed out that whereas civil engineers could be clearly 
separated ^from the navvies whom they supervised', this 
distinction was not so clear for mechanical engineers. 
^Restriction of the title was discussed on many occasions 
by both Institutes. See, for example. Proceedings of the 
Engineering Association of NSW, vol. 25, 1909-10, p. 3; 
vol. 32, 1916-17, p. 227; and Transactions and Proceedings 
of 'the Victorian Institute of Engineers, 1929-30, p. 5. See 
also the Transactions of the Institution of Engineers, 
Australia, vol. 1, 1920. p. 170. 
^Building and Engineering Journal, 26 September 1891, pp. 
143, 148-9. 
IQproceedings of the Engineering Association of NSW, vol. 
30"; 1914-15, p. 222; also 1907-8, p. 20, and 1910-11, p. 8. 
As well, see the Transactions and Proceedings of the 
Victorian Institute of Engineers, vol. 1, 1906, pp. 4-6. 
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Mechanical engineers found it difficult to separate 
themselves clearly from tradesmen; partly because the 
tradesmen had more responsibility and autonomy than the 
navvies, and partly because it was 
traditional that the mechanical engineer had to 
gain experience 'on the shop floor', working 
alongside tradesmen, before he was accepted as 
fully competent to practise his profession.^^ 
No comparable situation existed in civil engineering. Even 
those civil engineers who had trained in hierarchical 
on-the-job systems, where they moved from field or 
surveying parties through varying degrees of responsibility 
as engineers, were never required to perform labouring or 
navvies work. In fact the status position of the civil 
engineer vis-a-vis the navvies he supervised was secure 
enough to withstand some shock. At the end of 1885 John 
Monash, having completed two years of his engineering 
degree, obtained an engineering position on the Princes 
Bridge project; he was one of four engineers employed by 
the contractor, David Munro, who was not himself an 
engineer. Monash received thirty shillings a week for the 
first year, less than the navvies were paid. He was 
responsible for planning the masonry work, details and 
working drawings of the abutments, piers and retaining 
walls, and the excavations for machinery foundations. Ke 
also ran the quarry and the supply yard for the site. 
Despite this responsibility, he could not bargain about his 
salary, 'as others would be willing to take even less for 
the e x p e r i e n c e ' . ^ s far as his status as an engineer 
was concerned the salary was unimportant; he was never 
required to work as a navvy, even for the experience, and 
the Age 'published his name as one of four "competent and 
llg^E. Lloyd, The Education of Professional Engineers in 
Australia, 1968, pp. 211-12. T2^7~SerIe, John Monash: A Biography, 1982, pp. 58-9. 
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able engineers" engaged on the b r i d g e F o r mechanical 
engineers the situation was guite different; they worked 
alongside the tradesmen, and were seen to get dirty and to 
perform manual work on the shop floor. The confusion about 
who the mechanical engineer was did not, however prevent a 
general level of agreement about the principles to be 
applied in his training. 
Although there was much dissent over details, and the 
extent to which particular courses or institutions 
fulfilled the ideal, there was by the mid 1880s a 
remarkable consensus that Kernot had been right in his 1871 
prescription that "theory and practice are the two pillars 
upon which all sound engineering work must be based 
...'14 jj^  the case of mechanical engineers the practice 
must be obtained in the workshops and drawing offices. 
Debate continued, however, as to how and where the theory 
should be learned, and whether practical training should 
precede, accompany, or follow theoretical training. In 
particular there was concern about an issue that had 
interested the Board of Inguiry into the management of the 
railway workshops in 1869: did a mechanical engineer need 
to be a competent tradesman in order to supervise work, or 
merely to be familiar with the processes? 
By the mid 1880s the attitudes to academic education 
which Kernot had observed in the 1860s and 70s were on the 
decline. In 1889 he was still able to berate the 
Institution of Civil Engineers in London, and the various 
Australian governments, for failing to recognise the value 
of university training, and placing undue stress on 
l^ibid., p. 59. 
l^Kernot, 1871 Lecture, p. 43 
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'practical' knowledge.^^ But the consensus was changing; 
certainly the records of the two professional 
organisations, the Victorian Institute of Engineers and the 
Engineering Association of NSW, provide evidence that the 
necessity of technical education, whether at a university, 
technical college or School of Mines, had been recognised. 
While it was generally agreed that practical workshop 
experience was also necessary, the late 1880s and 1890s was 
a period of support for academic training. In NSW the 
president of the Engineering Association claimed in 1886-7 
that there could be 'no doubt of the superiority' of 
academic training over the old system of pupilage. In 1888 
the Victorian Engineer asserted that 'the old distinction 
between theoretical and practical engineers hardly exists 
any longer'. Two years later, while the Engineering 
Association of NSW was calling for compulsory technical 
education for all apprentices, the Building and Engineering 
Journal reported a presidential address to the Victorian 
Institute of Engineers in which it was claimed that 
university training had come to be seen as a far better 
prelude to an engineering career than pupilage or 
apprenticeship.Late in the 1890s Kernot told the 
Victorian Institute of Engineers that the 
old objection that University education for 
engineers is useless, that all that is needed can 
be learnt in the office, the workshop and the 
l^Letter to the Editor, Building and Engineering Journal, 
26 January 1889, p. 72. The Institution of Civil Engineers 
introduced an entry examination in 189 8, but the Gover^ent 
departments were slower to recognise university and college 
graduates. In NSW the Public Works Department had phased 
out cadets in favour of university graduates by 1890, see 
W H Warren, 'Address', to the Australasian Association for 
the' Advancement of Science, 1890, pp. 197-204. In Victoria, 
though, there were complaints as late as 1906 that the 
Lands Department would not recognise degrees or diplomas. 
ISp-roceedings of the NSW Engineering Association, vol. 2, 
1886-7, 'Presidential Address', p. 20, and vol. 6, 1890-1, 
'Presidential Address', p. 5; Victorian Engineer, vol. 3, 
no. 5/ 15 November 1888, p. 6; Building and Engineering 
Journal, 8 February 1890, p. 50. 
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survey camp is less frequently heard than in 
former years. 
With the turn of the century, though, came a shift in 
attitudes; a return of the emphasis on workshop and office 
training, particularly for mechanical engineers. Although 
the universities and technical colleges were still not 
graduating large numbers of students, this seems to have 
been motivated by a fear that graduates were insufficiently 
practical and useful to employers.^^ Theorectical studies 
were still considered important and desirable for most 
apprentices and engineering pupils, but it was the 
importance of practical workshop training that was now 
stressed once again. 
The first indications of this shift occur in the 
records of the Victorian Institute of Engineers. Concern 
was expressed that academic training was closing options 
for entry into the profession; options that were considered 
essential for the well-being of mechanical engineering. In 
1903 their president, George Turner, stressed that it was 
"that rare instinctive talent for things mechanical' which 
formed the necessary basis for the scientific and 
mathematical knowledge which was undoubtedly required. 
Hence it was important that mechanical engineering not be 
closed off from the sons of artisans and mechanics.^^ Two 
years later he again asserted that mechanical engineering 
should not become a closed profession controlled by degrees 
and diplomas, but had to be open to "the inventive genius 
0 n of ... [men] unknown to universities ...' 
1'^Transactions and Proceedings, Victorian Institute of 
Engineers, vols 2 & 3, "Presidential Address', 1899, p. 16. 
In 1903 the Engineering Faculty at Melbourne University 
had only 50-60 students, and in 1916-17 a meeting of the 
Victorian Institute of Engineers was told that less than 
30% of trained engineers came through the universities. 
19rp-r-ansactions and Proceedings, Victorian Institute of 
Engineers, vol. 4, 1903, "Presidential Address', p. 16. 
20ibid., 1905, vol. 6, p. 9. 
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In New South Wales there was a similar shift. In 1906 
the president of the Engineering Association commended the 
staff of the Technical College for recognising and guarding 
against, the possibility that the College, while 
^absolutely essential for the proper training of young 
engineers' might come to be seen as a substitute for 
a p p r e n t i c e s h i p . H i s successor continued this theme, 
arguing that 
a career should always be open to talents, so 
that the clever workman may become, as he often 
did before technical education was consciously 
thought of, the real head of the firm.22 
Three or four years later Association members agreed that 
while entrance examinations were out of the question, 
putting too much emphasis on academic knowledge, they 
should be able to expect 'some degree of both theoretical 
and practical training' from prospective m e m b e r s . 
Although the value of academic and theoretical 
education had received strong support in both Victoria and 
New South Wales by the end of the 1890s full-time formal 
education still reached only a minority of trainee 
engineers. Its acceptability had been gained, in part, from 
curriculum changes and concessions made to the supporters 
of practical training. The universities included work such 
as mechanical drawing and field surveying in their degrees; 
the colleges went much further and combined their 
theoretical instruction with trade training and workshop 
practice. As a result mechanical engineers developed a 
distinct preference for the more practical and applied 
courses taught at the technical colleges. In 1916, for 
example, the Victorian Institute of Engineers agreed that 
the university was not the best place for training 
21Proceedings, NSW Engineering Association, 1906-7, vol. 
22, "Presidential Address', p. 26. 
22ibid., vol. 23, 1907-8, p. 20. 
23ibid., vol. 26, 1910-11, p. 10. 
-270-
mechanical engineers, although it was probably most 
suitable for civil engineers. Workshop practice was 
considered essential for mechanical engineers and, although 
it could not be gained in the technical colleges either, 
the colleges were thought to provide a more useful training 
than the university. 
The swing back to emphasising the value of practical 
skills and experience which occurred around the turn of the 
century was a result of continuing concern that graduates 
were impractical and of little use to employers. The 
concessions made in the 1880s and 90s were either 
insufficient or poorly handled. At the University of 
Melbourne a debate within the Engineering Faculty led to an 
Inquiry being set up to examine the teaching of the school. 
The Inquiry considered such matters as the amount of 
mathematics taught, and the teaching of practical and 
office work. Graduates still experienced some difficulty in 
obtaining employment, partly because of their initial 
awkwardness and slowness, and partly because government was 
the major employer of engineers in Australia and many 
departments still did not recognise academic 
qualifications, preferring instead to train their own 
engineers through cadetships. The Report recommended that 
better attention should be given to field and office work; 
it should be better taught, and taken more seriously within 
the department. As well, timetabling arrangements should be 
altered so that students in employment, particularly 
government cadets, would be able to attend university in 
the morning and their employment in the afternoons. For 
full time students the afternoons would be devoted to 
acquiring office skills, and facility in mechanical drawing 
and field surveying. Mathematics was to be taught more as 
it applied to the problems of engineering than as a pure 
^^Transactions and Proceedings, Victorian Institute of 
Engineers, vol. 16, 1916-17, discussion of a paper by 
Donald Clark, 'The Training of an Engineer'. 
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science; there was a disjunction, the committee felt, 
between the first two years of mathematics and science and 
the following two years of professional studies. 
Establishment of a degree in mechanical engineering was 
recommended.^^ 
The call for more practical and useful graduates was 
taken seriously by the committee which inquired into the 
Engineering Faculty at Melbourne University. The intention 
of the Bachelor of Civil Engineering course, it suggested, 
should be to produce a graduate 
prepared to tackle problems on his own 
initiative, to adapt past practice to new and 
varying conditions, and to know the real meaning 
of formulae and the limitations of their use. He 
should have his 'box of tools' ready for 
practical application and should at least be a 
thoroughly useful assistant when he finishes his 
course.^^ 
It was due to controversies such as these, and to the 
constant calls for improvement from engineering 
associations, employers, and the press, that what has been 
described as 'the characteristic Australian engineering 
course' emerged. Compromise was the essential aim of such 
courses; to produce a graduate with enough practical skills 
to be of some immediate value to an employer as a junior 
engineer. 
It was precisely the emphasis on practical skills, 
however, that delayed the professionalism of mechanical 
engineers in Australia and resulted in tensions between 
civil and mechanical engineers in Victoria. Tensions arose 
amongst mechanical engineers, too, and the consequences of 
their ideas about education clashed with attempts to raise 
25Report of the Engineering School Inquiry Committee, 
1903. 2 6 
27a H ' Corbett, 'The history of engineering and 
enaineering education in Australia', p. 113, in Australian 
T^iH^^gT nf^science, 1957, vol. 19, no, 49, pp. 101-116. 
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the status and respect accorded to their occupation. 
Discussion of attempts to improve the status, and 
remuneration, of engineering seemed always to come back to 
one or more of three issues; restriction of the term 
engineer, registration of engineers, and the education and 
entry of new engineers. 
Professionalism 
Clearly, attitudes toward education, training and 
status have enormous implications for the process of 
professionalism. Development of an educational program, for 
example, and external recognition of the need for such 
training, are two of the attributes most commonly agreed on 
as characteristic of a profession.^® In the second decade 
of the twentieth century there was a move to federate the 
various engineering Institutes and Associations into a 
national professional association. The Institution of 
Engineers, Australia was formed in 1920; the Engineering 
Association of NSW was a founding member but the Victorian 
Institute of Engineers, after much discussion, decided not 
to join. The national association had culminated from moves 
to create a more professional image, to improve the status 
of engineering by restricting the use of the title and by 
government registration of engineers. In the first volume 
of the Transactions an historical account of the new 
Institution's foundation contrasted its professional nature 
with the more technical and scientific objects of the state 
associations which had preceded it.29 
28see M.S. Larson, The rise of professionalism; a 
sociological analysis, 1967, pp. x, xvii, 4; B.R. Maley, 
^Professionalism and Professional Ethics', ANU MA 1970, pp. 
9, 13; K. Prandy, Professional Employees; A Study of 
Scientists and Engineers, 1965, p. 61; and M. Calvert, The 
Mechanical Engineer in America; 1830-1910, 1967, p. xvi. 
^^Transactions of OieInstitution of Engineers, 
Australia, vol. 1, 1920, p. 28. 
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Development of a status-oriented professional 
association, as distinct from a learned society or a trade 
union, is usually seen as an attribute of professionalism. 
In his study of professional employees Prandy states that 
whereas trade unions can be viewed as class bodies, by 
virtue of their bargaining relationship with employers, 
^professional associations are status bodies - they bestow 
a qualification and seek to maintain or enhance its 
p r e s t i g e ' . A corollary of this distinction is that, 
unlike trade unions, professional associations ^may contain 
employers, employees and self-employed practitioners, all 
as members of one organization.'^^ The qualifying 
function often exists even where the award of formal 
qualifications is the province of other bodies, such as 
colleges and universities. If a professional association is 
of sufficient repute that membership is seen to be 
honorific then it is able to exercise some control over 
courses of study by granting or refusing accreditation to 
these courses, thereby determining the eligibility for 
membership of holders of those qualifications. In this case 
it is membership, or eligibility for membership, of the 
professional association which de facto bestows the 
qualification; removing the necessity for potential 
employers, for example, to assess the merits of particular 
qualifications. In 1903 the committee inquiring into the 
teaching of engineering at Melbourne University was told 
that the Institute of Civil Engineers, London ^whose 
membership is of world-wide reputation' required a higher 
level of mathematics for entry into engineering courses 
than did the University's matriculation examination. The 
committee pointed out that as 'to the desirability of the 
recognition of the degree there can be no two opinions'. 
30prandy, pp. 44, 65; see also Maley, p. 151, for an 
almost identical formulation. 
31g.D. Millerson, The qualifying associations: a study in 
professionalization, 1964, p. 15. 
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and consequently recommended separate entrance examinations 
for engineering students.^^ In 1916 attempts to change 
the curriculum and entry prerequisites of the mechanical 
engineering degree were again constrained by the 
requirements of the Institution in London; there 'was a 
great desire that students of the Melbourne University 
should become students of that Institution'.^^ 
Learned societies, although their membership often 
consists of professional men, are not professional 
associations according to the definition adopted here. 
Their major concern is to enable members to share their 
experience and 'further the study' of their particular 
field rather than to enhance, maintain or protect the 
status of their occupation. It is common, however, for 
a professional association to grow out of a learned 
society's concern for the advancement of its field of 
study, and the qualifying function which it then takes on 
is clearly related to the idea of status, since 
the reason for controlling the quality of members 
is to maintain or enhance the status of the whole 
group.^^ 
Both the Engineering Association of New South Wales 
and the Victorian Institute of Engineers began their 
^^Report of the Engineering School Inquiry Committee, p. 
2. Note that although registration of engineers is not 
provided for in Australia 'the profession is dominated by 
an association, membership of which is necessary for 
certain types of appointment or promotion', see Maley, pp. 
69-70. This situation is not confined to engineering; 
advertisements for librarians, for example, often specify 
that applicants must be eligible for membership of the 
Library Association of Australia - actual membership is not 
required. 
^^Transactions and Proceedings, Victorian Institute of 
Engineers, 1916-17, vol. 16, p. 36. Note that it was the 
Institution of Civil Engineers which was the source of the 
difficulty; the Institution of Mechanical Engineers, 
although a number of prominent Australian engineers were 
members, had not yet acquired the same status as the older 
Institution. 
34prandy, pp. 82, 122. 
35ibid., pp. 122-3. 
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existence as learned societies. The Engineering Association 
of New South Wales was formed in 1870, by a group of 
Sydney's leading mechanical engineers and iron traders, 
'for the purpose of discussing mechanical subjects' and the 
mutual improvement of members.^^ In order to maintain 
friendly relations, and to foster the free and open sharing 
of information, discussion of 
trade or politics would have to be prohibited. 
And no mechanical work being done in any shop 
should be taken up as a matter for discussion and 
criticism unless introduced by the masters of the 
shop where it was being made, or with the 
knowledge and consent of the master.^^ 
In 1884 when the Association was incorporated by Act of 
Parliament its main aims continued to be those of a learned 
society, 'for the general advancement of engineering and 
mechanical science ... and to receive and discuss original 
papers on Civil and Mechanical Engineering.'^^ Similarly, 
the Victorian Engineers Association (later to become the 
Victorian Institute of Engineers) was formed in 1883 as an 
association 
where the Civil, Mechanical, Marine, Hydraulic, 
Mining, Agricultural, Gas, Electric, and other 
branches of engineering not enumerated will be 
represented, papers read, and all matters 
connected with these branches be discussed with a 
view to mutual improvement, and the cultivation 
of friendly relations between the members of the 
different branches of the profession of 
Engineering.^^ 
^^A.H. Corbett, 'The genesis of mechanical engineering in 
Australia', p. 418, in Chartered Mechanical Engineer, 1968, 
vol. 15, no. 9, pp. 416-9; Proceedings, Engineering 
Association of New South Wales, vol. 24, 1908-9, pp. 24, 
29. 
^^Proceedings, Engineering Association of New South 
Wales, vol. 24, 1908-9, p. 27. 
^^Transactions of the Institution of Engineers, 
Australia, vol. 1, 1920, p. 28. 
^^Transactions and Proceedings, Victorian Institute of 
Engineers, vol. 1, 1883-5, p. 10. 
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Although they were primarily learned societies to 
begin with, both organisations discussed some issues of a 
protective nature from a very early date. In 1885, for 
example, the Victorian Engineers Association made known to 
the government its dissatisfaction with the way in which 
the positions of professional officers in the public 
service had been classified. Similarly the president of 
the Engineering Association of New South Wales in 1885-6 
lamented the fact that 
the importance of the work of the engineer is not 
better appreciated, and also that the vastness of 
the field of knowledge which embraces the science 
of engineering is not better understood. 
In general, though, it was rare for these organisations to 
extend their discussions beyond technical matters and 
educational issues in the period before 1890. 
On at least one occasion the status of the 
professional organisation itself was under discussion. As 
early as 1886 there was an attempt to change the name of 
the Victorian Engineers Association to the Victorian 
Institute of Engineers; although this failed the issue was 
revived in 1889 .'^ ^ At that time those in favour of the 
change argued that it would confer greater public respect 
on the Association; the word 'association', they contended, 
was used by all sorts of groups and organisations, and in 
no way denoted a professional or scientific body. The word 
'Institute', on the other hand, had by custom and precedent 
acquired the aura of a serious professional or scientific 
society; the obvious example being the Institution of Civil 
Engineers in London.^^ In fact it was suggested that 
40lbid., pp. 32-3. 
'^^Proceedings, Engineering Association of New South 
Wales, vol. 1, 1885-6, W. Shellshear, p. 19. 
^^Victorian Engineer, vol. 1, no. 2, 20 April 1886, p. 5. 
"^^Building and Engineering Journal of Australia and New 
Zealand, 13 July 1889, pp. 26, 44. The mechanical engineers 
in Britain used the form Institution, as did the 
Institution of Engineers, Australia when it was formed in 
1920. It is not clear whether there was any significance in 
the choice between Institute and Institution. 
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those members of the Victorian Engineers Association who 
viewed the change cautiously may have been motivated by the 
fear that 'their M.I.C.E. denoting membership in London 
would be devalued if colonial institutions used similar 
forms. When the name change was confirmed by ballot 
the Victorian Institute of Engineers was brought into line 
with the professional organisations of surveyors and 
architects in Victoria, both of which used that form in 
their titles. 
When discussion did move to the status of engineering 
as a profession after about 1890 it centred around three 
major, related issues: restriction of the right to use the 
engineering title, state registration of engineers, and 
their entry to the profession and to the professional 
associations. All of these were professional issues in that 
the object of each measure was improvement of the status of 
the profession. It is discussion of issues such as these 
which brings an organisation close to fulfilling the 
ideal-typical constructions of professional behaviour now 
generally agreed on by students of professionalisation. 
Calvert, for example, lists the following 'characteristic 
attributes' of professionalism: development of educational 
programs and institutions, together with recognition of the 
need for long, specialised training; control over the right 
^^In 1891 there were approximately seventy Victorian 
members of the Institute of Civil Engineers, London; it is 
likely that most of those members were British, having 
joined before their arrival in the colonies. Building and 
Engineering Journal of Australia and New Zealand, 6 June 
1891, p. 226. See also R.A. Buchanan, 'The British 
contribution to Australian engineering: the Australian 
Dictionary of Biography entries', p. 409, in Historical 
Studies, 1983, vol. 20, no. 80, pp. 401-419; and Corbett, 
'The history of engineering and engineering education in 
Australia', p. 108. 
^^The architects association had been granted a Royal 
Charter in 1889, and were entitled to call themselves the 
Royal Victorian Institute of Architects. See J. Freeland, 
The Making of a Profession: A History of the Growth and 
Work of the Architectural Institutes in Australia, 1971, p. 
38; they were the first architectual body outside Britain 
to achieve this honour. 
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to practice; possession of a service orientation; 
self-consciousness about status, and the development of 
professional associations; and a sense of colleague 
orientation, usually embodied in a code of ethics and a 
desire for self-regulation. Prandy points out that it 
is not necessary in order to satisfy these criteria of 
professionalism, that the association should have control 
over these matters; it is sufficient that it 'at least 
takes a deep interest' in such issues, and 'is generally 
representative of the professional group. He also 
makes the important point, which has considerable validity 
for my analysis, that whether 
or not a particular group are really 
professionals ... [is of less significance than] 
the fact that they claim to be so and that they 
aspire to professional status.^® 
In 1913 John Monash, president of the Victorian 
Institute of Engineers, claimed that 'the diverse methods 
of entering the engineering profession' resulted in low 
status in the eyes of the public. Neither the legal nor 
the medical profession continued to train newcomers by 
apprenticeship and many civil engineers, in particular, 
felt that engineering should follow their example if it was 
to attain the same level of status and respect. This points 
up one of the dilemmas presented by professionalism in 
engineering; because it tended to be seen as a single 
occupational group it was not possible for civil engineers, 
for example, to achieve professional status for themselves 
separately from the other specialized groups.^^ 
^^Calvert, pp. xv-xvi; M.S. Larson, p. x, has a very 
similar list, as does Maley, p. 13. 
^Prandy, p. 61. 
48lbid., p. 62. 
^^Transactions and Proceedings, Victorian Institute of 
Engineers, vol. 14, 1913, pp. 12-14. 
Larson, p. 26, makes this point, showing that 
professionalism was delayed in the United States precisely 
because engineering was 'not a functionally homogeneous 
area of the social division of labor'. 
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Professional status, it seemed, could only be attained 
through control over the right of entry and practice. As it 
did not seem possible to control the use of the title 
engineer the advocates of professionalism turned to state 
registration of engineers as a means of upgrading their 
status. 
Registration of engineers, in some form, was discussed 
in New South Wales from the 1890s, but was not seriously 
pursued until during the First World War. Registration was 
necessary for the right to practice in both the legal and 
medical professions, and in both cases it depended on 
possession of an approved qualification. An inability to 
restrict the use of the title meant that all attempts at 
registration were fraught with problems of definition. 
Nevertheless, in 1915, the president of the Engineering 
Association of NSW hailed a Bill for the registration of 
architects and engineers as ^the most important event which 
has happened in the history of these two great professions, 
as professions.'^^ It was the pursuit of registration 
which eventually resulted in the formation of a national 
professional association, the Institution of Engineers, 
Australia, in 1920. For many years its main activity lay in 
attempts to have registration Acts passed in the states, 
and in extending and standardising engineering education. 
Members of the Engineering Association of NSW 
discussed the desirability of registration for some 
engineering positions, in response to the presidential 
address of 1890-1. They agreed that 
^^Proceedings, NSW Engineering Association, vol. 30, 
1914-15, ^Presidential Address', p. 218. Problems of 
definition continued to plague attempts to achieve 
registration for many years. In 1922 the Institution of 
Engineers, Australia sought to overcome the difficulty in 
their preparation of a model Act, ^by making it an act for 
the registration of professional engineers'. Transactions 
of the Institution of Engineers, Australia, 1922, vol. 3, 
p. Ixvii. Of course, this merely shifted the problem to 
that of defining the word professional. 
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every man who fills the position of mine-manager, 
assayer or metallurgist, should hold a 
certificate of competency from a duly appointed 
board ...^^ 
In 1907-8, however, some concern was expressed that the 
certificates issued by government examining boards to 
marine engineers and certain classes of engine drivers were 
bedevilled by the number of restrictions and 
classifications levels within the system.^^ Clearly, 
Association members felt that the 'duly appointed board' 
should be drawn from within their own ranks, a principle 
which was affirmed ten years later when their then 
president declared that any attempt at registration of 
engineers must follow the membership qualifications of the 
professional associations.^^ Two years later that same 
president, D.F.J. Harricks, suggested that any unease about 
the feasibility or desirability of registration should be 
allayed by the fact that 'the oldest and most conservative 
institution in Great Britain', the Institution of Civil 
Engineers, was now discussing the issue.^^ Claims for 
professional autonomy and a form of self-regulation had 
been made in other areas also; in 1887 the editor of the 
Victorian Engineer welcomed the appointment of an engineer 
as one of the Railways Commissioners, on the grounds that 
officers of a professional branch should be able 
to appeal to a man who understands all the 
minutae of any professional subject, and can 
protect them if they are right or condemn them if 
^^Proceedings, Engineering Association of New South 
Wales, 1890-1, vol. 6, p. 7. 
53ibid., 1907-8, vol. 23, p. 20. 
54ibid., 1916-17, vol. 32, p. 227. Calvert, p. 27, has 
pointed out that, without the call for self-regulation in 
these matters, 'concern with state or national license laws 
may not represent professional behaviour since it relieves 
the occupational group of the responsibility for policing 
the practitioners.' 
55proceedinqs, Engineering Association of New South 
Wales, 1918-19, vol. 34, p. 149. 
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they are wrong, from a perfectly independent 
standpoint.^^ 
Registration was not a popular issue in Victoria. It 
does not appear to have been discussed at all prior to 
1905, when the attitude of the Institute's president George 
Turner was that 
there are many reasons why it is quite impossible 
for us to form ourselves into a close corporation 
resembling say, the medical or legal professions, 
entry into which can be strictly guarded by 
educational standards 
The influence of the mechanical engineers in the Victorian 
Institute was stronger than in the NSW Engineering 
Association, perhaps reflecting the stronger manufacturing 
and industrial sector in that state, and they were not 
prepared to see their occupation restricted to university 
graduates. In speaking against suggestions that the entry 
requirements to the Victorian Institute of Engineers should 
be tightened, Turner said that 
one cannot but admire the wisdom and foresight of 
the founders of this Institute in laying down the 
qualification for its membership on the broad and 
practical basis of actual engagement in some 
branch of engineering.^® 
Some members of the Victorian Institute of Engineers 
did favour moves to close the profession; by tightening 
entry to the professional associations if restriction of 
the title was not desirable and registration unattainable. 
Monash believed that the professional associations should 
respond to these difficulties by tightening their criteria 
for memberhsip eligibility. In NSW membership requirements 
were, in fact, tightened; members were concerned to guard 
against unqualified men, although they were not certain of 
^^Victorian Engineer, 15 February 1887, vol. 1, no. 12, 
p. 6. 
^"^•Transactions and Proceedings, Victorian Istitute of 
Engineers, 1903-5, vol. 4-6, Presidential Address 1905, p. 
9. 58ibid., p. 9-10. 
- 2 8 2 -
how to determine the acceptability of different forms of 
qualification, and believed that membership in the 
Association must come to be seen as an item of value.^^ 
William Kernot also complained of the fact that there were 
'two conflicting systems of training and qualifying 
engineers in this country'. Kernot's complaint was linked 
to the refusal of government departments to grant 
examination exemptions to university trained men, but he 
clearly believed that some form of state recognition of 
qualifications, if not actual registration was needed. He 
pointed out that while the system of cadetships and 
government qualifying examinations was simpler and cheaper 
than the university system it had legal sanction while the 
university system did not, 
although carried on largely at Government 
expense. We do not find such an anomalous state 
of things in either the medical or legal 
profession.^^ 
It was the opponents of registration, however, who 
held sway in the Victorian Institute of Engineers. In 1927 
president Joshua T. Noble Anderson addressed the Institute 
on ^The Status of the Engineer', and the proper functions 
of a professional association; although he was concerned to 
raise the status of engineering he was firmly opposed to 
registration. Mr J.A. Smith agreed; in response to Noble's 
address he said that engineers must be cultured men of the 
world, and that this would raise their status, not 
"legislation introducing arbitrary limitations and 
requirements'. The doors from the lower ranks, he said, 
should not be closed too tightly.^^ Two years later 
Anderson made explicit the rationale for opposing 
registration. He said that 
^^Proceedings, of the Engineering Association of NSW, 
1910-11, vol. 26, p. 9; 1914-15, vol. 30; p. 209. 
^QTransactions and Proceedings, Victorian Institute of 
Engineers, 1906-11, vol. 7-12, Presidential Address 1906, 
Ibid., 1927-8, pp. 34-8. 
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the most valuable work the Institute had done [in 
the previous year] was in coinbating the proposed 
Bills for registration of engineers and of 
builders which not only would have proved of 
detriment to the public, but also to the 
profession. Its benefits were illusory. 
Professionalism led to exclusivism, and that was 
fatal to originality and enterprise.®^ 
Later in that same year the new president, Mr R.J. Bennie, 
drew the attention of members to a proposed Architect's 
Registration Act, suggesting that it should be subjected to 
^careful scrutiny ... lest engineers might find themselves 
prohibited from designing buildings and factories'.^^ 
Similar fears had led the Victorian Institute of Engineers 
to oppose Architects Registration Bills early in the 
1890s. 
Opposition to registration may have been an important 
factor in the Victorian Institute of Engineer's decision 
not to join the Institution of Engineers, Australia. No 
clear reasons are given in the records of either 
organisation. At one stage the Victorian Institute of 
Engineers claimed that it was legally unable to federate or 
amalgamate with other societies, and although this was true 
the Institute had earlier approved changes to its rules 
which would have allowed such a move. It would have been a 
simple matter to legalise what had been ^the unanimous wish 
of the Institute' if its members had wanted to join the 
^^ibid., 1929-30, p. 7. Anderson was a mechanical 
engineer who had been in partnership with John Monash for 
some years from 1894. 
^^Ibid., Minutes 10 June 1929, p. 1; many engineers took 
the view that architecture was largely a matter of 
aesthetics rather than science, and that such jobs as 
factory design, where aesthetics were considered 
unimportant could, with perfect propriety, be done by 
engineers. 
^^Building and Engineering Jounal, 9 July 1892, p. 15; 6 
August 1892, p. 59; 20 August 1892, p. 72; 10 September 
1892, p. 109. 
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national body.®^ in 1924 discussions were held ^in which 
a great deal of useful information was obtained and many 
misunderstandings were cleared up'; it is not clear what 
those ^misunderstandings' were, although Anderson later 
claimed that "the fear that Sydney would be the centre' was 
a stumbling block.^^ The amalgamation did not proceed 
until 1947. 
A number of Victorian members did join the Institution 
of Engineers, Australia, however, and at least some of the 
386 who did so had been members of the Victorian Institute 
of Engineers. Against many of the names no qualification or 
employment information is listed but of those whom it is 
posible to classify there are virtually no mechanical 
engineers.^^ This division follows the lines of that 
which had occurred in the VIE; of those whom I can classify 
as either civil or machnical engineers, it was the civil 
engineers who favoured registration and stricter membership 
requirements, and the mechanical engineers who were opposed 
to such controls. It is possible that their origins in 
craft work, and their continuing close association with 
manufacturing and skilled workmen, led Victorian mechanical 
engineers to embrace an ideology of skill which conflicted 
with the idea of professionalism espoused by civil 
engineers. 
The remaining members of the VIE maintained an 
anti-professional stance for many years. In 1912 the 
Victorian Institute discussed the possibility of its 
obtaining legal incorporation; in the draft Memorandum of 
^^Transactions, Institution of Engineers, Australia, vol. 
1, 1920, p. 38; Transactions and Proceedings, Victorian 
Institute of Engineers, 1923, p . 102 - the matter "had been 
discussed very fully in 1913-14, ... but owing to the war 
and the movement which took place to form the Institution 
of Engineers, Australia, the matter was dropped.' 
^^Transactions and Proceedings, Victorian Institute of 
Engineers, 1924, pp. 161, 251. 
^^Transactions of the Institution of Engineers, 
Australia, 19 20, list of founding members. 
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Incorporation the aims of the Institute had broadened to 
include some professional issues, but the emphasis remained 
on learned society functions.^^ It is not clear why this 
incorporation was not proceeded with, but it was eventually 
achieved in 1925. The meeting at which it was first 
discussed was also the first to discuss the proper 
functions of a professional association, an issue which 
would recur for many years. 
Victorian Institute of Engineers members clearly 
believed that the proper functions of their Institute were 
quite circtimscribed. Campaigns for increased salaries or 
fees were not acceptable, for example. It was the ^accepted 
and traditional policy of the Institute not to concern 
itself too closely and openly' with such matters, although 
a scale of fees for consulting engineers had been prepared 
for a number of years.^^ Although trade unionism was 
acceptable for other people, even other engineers so long 
as their organisation did not use that name in its title, 
it was almost certainly not acceptable practice for a 
professional association. In 1917 the Institute opposed the 
registration under the Conciliation and Arbitration Act of 
a 'Union of Architects, Engineers, Surveyors, and Allied 
Professions as Employees', on the grounds that its proposed 
title was "not in the best interests of the [Institute's] 
m e m b e r s T e n years later it was claimed that the 
fixing of professional remuneration was 'a necessity to 
protect the community against itself, rather than a matter 
of trade unionism which sought "to get as large a share of 
the funds available as can be squeezed from the 
community.'^^ 
^^Transactions and Proceedings, Victorian Institute of 
Engineers, 1912-13, vol. 13, p. 14. 
69ibid., 1913, vol. 14, pp. 32-3. 
"^^Ibid., 1916-17, vol. 16, pp. 2, 7. Registration was 
refused on the grounds that the union did not have 
sufficient members under s. 55 of the Act; about 103 
members were claimed, but around fifty of these were state 
employees ineligible for award coverage, 
^llbid., 1927-28, p. 36. 
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Exchange of ideas, and support for education, should 
be the prime function of a professional association, in the 
view of VIE members in the 1920s. Upholding the status of 
the profession was 'a legitimate function', but secondary 
to its learned society roles. Above all, a professional 
association's aims 'should be of a lofty and unselfish 
c h a r a c t e r ' . Political matters, for example, could not 
properly be discussed, even where they impinged directly on 
the status or interests of engineers; there was a fine line 
here between political matters and matters in the public 
interest. In 19 27 a motion condemning the Victorian 
government for the letting of machinery contracts for the 
construction of the Yallourn power station to overseas 
firms and the appointment of a foreign consulting engineer 
was considered not appropriate for discussion by the 
Institute. Registration of engineers, architects, and 
builders could be opposed though, as a matter of public 
interest; and it was considered perfectly acceptable to 
oppose a trade union's registration, and make 
representations to the government to include engineering 
interests (not only architectural ones) in the planning and 
design for the new federal capital. 
The position of the Victorian Institute of Engineers 
during the 1920s was an anomalous one. Claiming to be both 
a learned society and a professional association the 
Institute was in fact neither; while moving towards the 
professional attributes of service to the public, colleague 
orientation, and a very definite concern with status the 
Institute was, at the same time, opposed to 
professionalism. Such contradictions were the legacy of 
mechanical engineers' origins and their attitudes to 
themselves as skilled workmen. In 1947 the Victorian 
^Sibid., 1924, p. 248. 
'73ibid, 1927-8, p. 8. 
•74ibid., 1912-13, vol. 13, pp. 2-10. 
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Institute of Engineers finally joined the Institution of 
Engineers, Australia making Australia distinctive in 
having a single body representing the professional 
interests of engineers; in both the United States and the 
United Kingdom the various engineering specialisations 
remained in the separate organisations they had founded in 
the second half of the nineteenth century. It is probably 
only the relative smallness of the profession which 
prevented a similar outcome here; a separate association 
for mechanical or civil engineers was simply not viable. 
The conflicts which occurred between civil and mechanical 
engineers in the US and the UK resulted from their 
different origins and consequent divergent views of 
themselves and their work. The same conflicts existed in 
Australia but a smaller, perhaps more egalitarian, society 
muted the disagreements, and forced the two groups together 
for support. The majority of Australian civil engineers 
were employed by government authorities, and were not in 
the typical professional client-practitioner relationship 
or even in private companies such as the majority were 
employed by in the United States. This may have tended to 
dampen their professional ideals, making the presence of 
mechanical engineers - many of whom were businessmen or 
managers of private businesses - more acceptable to them. 
CHAPTER 9 
Conclusion 
The major argument of this thesis has been that it is 
necessary to examine peoples' ideas about skill, and about 
themselves as skilled workers, in order to properly 
understand the policy and behaviour of the occupational 
organisations they formed. Beginning with an analysis of 
previous work, on workforce skill and its use as a 
criterion for the division of labour, the thesis addresses 
a number of issues relating to the nature and existence of 
workforce skill, before moving on to consider the way skill 
has operated in the division of labour and the effects of 
this. A number of conclusions emerged from this preliminary 
study, and these form the basis of the empirical research 
on which the main body of the thesis is grounded. The most 
important of these preliminary conclusions was that it 
would be more useful to consider ideas about skill than to 
attempt to define skill itself, or how it operated. 
Ideas about skill and its operation in the division of 
labour are historically specific. Definitions of skill 
alter with the material circumstances on which they are 
based, and with skill hierarchies. In the Victorian 
bootmaking trade, workers' definitions of skill changed 
from a concept that rested on the independence of commodity 
production, the ability ^to go up country and take a seat 
at work', to one where skill was defined as the knowledge 
and ability to carry out particular tasks within a 
subdivided labour process. The new definition also rested 
on independence, for it was the ability to exercise 
independence which defined the skilled journeyman. The new 
independence differed from the old in that it was to be 
exercised within a new set of circumstances; a system of 
factory production which had largely removed the ability to 
-289-
exercise the old form of independence. This is an example 
of the way that definitions of skill, and the skill 
hierarchies that are based on them, are constructs of a 
particular time and place and set of circumstances. 
Definitions of skill are also class specific. I have 
referred here to definitions' of skill, rather than to 
^the definition' of skill; not only because definitions 
change with time, but also because the meanings attached to 
skill vary according to who is defining it, and for what 
purpose. Thus, although this thesis is primarily concerned 
with understanding the behaviour of employees and their 
organisations, it is important to note that employers may, 
and often do, have definitions of skill which differ from 
those of their employees. Often these differences revolve 
around the notion of control of the labour process; worker 
definitions of skill will tend toward an organisation of 
work that allows workers to exercise control over the way 
work is performed, while employer definitions tend toward 
removing that control from workers in order to consolidate 
their own control of the labour process. Thus workers tend 
towards definitions which emphasise commodity production or 
craft control, while employers might define skill in such a 
way as to enable them to increase efficiency by subdividing 
the labour process. Such subdivision might permit the 
employment of junior labour, for example, or women; 
alternatively, it might allow the existing labour force to 
increase production levels. Employers think of themselves 
as purchasers of skill, and define it around notions of 
what they wish to buy. Workers, on the other hand, think of 
themselves as possessing skill, and define it around 
notions of what this should entitle them to. 
The employment difficulties that were faced by early 
college and university graduates in mechanical engineering 
reflect the different definitions that were held by 
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graduates and their prospective employers. Some employers 
found that such education was useless, or even worse than 
useless, and that graduates did not have the skills they 
wished to buy. Some of the graduates, on the other hand, 
felt that they were entitled to status and responsibility 
in accord with their qualification, and were unhappy when 
they were treated no differently to those who did not have 
such qualifications. In mechanical engineering the 
situation was complicated by the fact that many mechanical 
engineers did not think of themselves as being in a class 
position as either a worker or an employer. Many became 
small scale employers, while many of those who were 
employees were in positions of authority over other 
workers. In the Australian colonies, where a high 
proportion of public works and services were provided 
directly by government, a large number of mechanical 
engineers were employed as civil servants in a 
bureaucratised, hierarchical system which tended to mask 
the class nature of the employment contract. Many of those 
who were employed as mechanical engineers shared their 
employers' definitions of skill, and tended to be 
dismissive about the value of formal engineering education. 
In addition, the majority of employers were or had been 
mechanical engineers themselves; they had been trained and 
socialised to accept a definition of skill which rested on 
practical competence, rather than on theoretical study. 
As well as being class and historically specific, 
ideas about skill are formed and reformulated through a 
historical process. Ideas and attitudes emerge through 
experiences at work, of struggle for control over the 
labour process, and in relation to the perceived skills and 
status of other groups in the workforce. Thus, the linking 
of skill with independence and of independence with 
piecework by both Victorian and British bootmakers had 
emerged from their experiences of a productive process 
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based on domestic outwork. In the pre-factory outwork 
system the division of labour recognised only the three 
major processes of clicking, closing and making. Any 
further subdivision was introduced by the workers 
themselves. Such a system, with its payment by piecerates, 
allowed workers considerable independence to decide how 
work should be organised and performed, as well as a 
considerable degree of personal freedom and independence, 
especially in regard to working hours and social 
interaction. The ideas and attitudes of mechanical 
engineers about skill and status were also formed through 
their experiences at work. The importance accorded to 
practical manual skill stemmed from their origins in the 
millwright/mechanic artisan occupations, while their 
relationships with civil engineers led, on the one hand, to 
constant comparisons of status and, on the other, to a 
rejection of professionalism by some Victorian mechanical 
engineers. 
It is for this reason that each of the empirical 
studies of organisational behaviour begins with an analysis 
of the labour process and work organisation which preceded 
the formation of organisations. And, because different 
historical processes and circumstances have different 
outcomes, there is also comparative material aimed at 
showing what circumstances were or were not unique in the 
Victorian situation. This comparative material is included 
with the intention of comparing bootmakers in Victoria with 
those in Britain and the United States, and doing the same 
for the mechanical engineers. It is not intended, in any 
way, that bootmakers and their behaviour should be compared 
with that of the mechanical engineers. British bootmaking 
unions were reluctant to move against outwork, for example, 
fearing the response of many of their members. The 
attachment of VOBU members to their independence was at 
least as strong as that felt by British workers, but VOBU 
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officials did not hesitate to push for the abolition of 
outwork in the 1880s, and there is no record of any dissent 
within the union. The major difference in this case was 
that the VOBU had no outworking members whom it had to 
avoid alienating, whereas the British union had whole 
branches which were dominated by outworkers. In engineering 
the size of the Australian economy meant that separate 
organisations for civil and mechanical engineers, such as 
those that were formed in the nineteenth century in both 
Britain and the United States, were simply not viable. 
Instead, Australian engineers joined organisations which 
attempted to cover engineering as a whole. One result of 
this tendency was that the issues of status and 
professionalism had to be fought out within the VIE, and 
that organisation was severely weakened when many of its 
civil engineering members left it to join the Institution 
of Engineers, Australia. Where the separate branches of 
engineering specialisation had maintained separate 
organisations these issues were dealt with differently, 
there not being the almost inevitable clash of attitudes to 
be resolved within the one organisation. 
An important aspect of the labour process, 
particularly with respect to ideas about skill, is the 
means by which workers are trained and acquire skilled 
status. The institution of apprenticeship predates the 
formation of worker organisations by many centuries. There 
is a long history of attempts to control and regulate 
apprenticeship; in Britain this history goes back at least 
as far as the fourteenth century. Attitudes to 
apprenticeship are often indicative of attitudes to skill, 
and the struggle to control skill attribution through the 
control of apprenticeship has been largely a struggle to 
impose a preferred definition of skill on others. 
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For both the VOBU and the VIE the training and 
accreditation of newcomers to their occupations was of 
enormous importance. Maintenenace of a traditional 
apprenticeship system was an important aspect of 
maintaining a worker-oriented craft view of skill, and of 
maintaining workers' images of themselves as skilled 
workers. When the VOBU abandoned its claim that 
apprenticeship in the trade should cover one of the three 
major divisions of clicking, closing and making, it was an 
indication that the union was broadening its definition of 
skill. The new definition would encompass workers trained 
in any of seven different branches of the trade, which were 
narrower than the three branches previously sanctioned but 
more easily enforceable. In contrast, when mechanical 
engineers accepted the need for formal education to 
supplement apprenticeship training this was a restriction 
of their definition of the skill required by mechanical 
engineers. Henceforward men with apprenticeship training 
alone would be considered less skilled than those who had 
acquired both manual and educational accreditation. When 
mechanical engineering training finally made the shift to 
complete reliance on formal education, with no 
apprenticeship or manual training requirement, a quite 
different definition of skill came into play; skill as 
knowledge. This emphasises the importance of knowing the 
purpose for which skill is defined; for skill must be 
appropriate to the circumstances. The mechanical engineers 
who required new comers to acquire both manual training and 
formal education would not have considered such training 
necessary for a prospective boilermaker, for example; in 
those circumstances apprenticeship was considered to 
provide all the appropriate skills. 
Many aspects of trade union and professional 
association behaviour can be related directly to their 
members' ideas about skill; attempts to control and 
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regulate training and entry to the job are only one 
example. Membership regulations often mirror attitudes to 
skill. The reluctance of mechanical engineering members of 
the VIE to tighten eligibility rules for membership of the 
Institute is indicative of the unease they felt about a 
professionalism which would have denied entry to many of 
those whom they felt to be the most highly skilled. VOBU 
members, on the other hand, moved formally to broaden 
eligibility for membership of their union as early as 1884. 
Their failure to alter rules concerning the structure and 
government of the union to take account of newly eligible 
groups, however, is a clear indication of their ambivalence 
when faced with the reality of accepting as members men and 
women who did not conform to their ideas about skilled 
workers. Even the clickers, who clearly did conform to the 
definition, had to force the issue in order to obtain 
executive representation for their members. Policies about 
work organisation can also reflect attitudes to skill. VOBU 
opposition to outwork, for example, was based on a belief 
that its continuation was incompatible with the protection 
of members' independence if it was used in conjunction with 
an employment pattern dominated by factory work. 
Where attitudes to skill do impinge directly on trade 
union or professional association behaviour they may 
predominate over other interests; in particular, ideas and 
values about skill may take precedence over financial 
considerations. This was certainly the case in the 
Victorian Institute of Engineers. Throughout the 1880s and 
90s, and well into the twentieth century, its members' 
ambivalent attitudes toward skill and professionalism 
prevented it from actively seeking increased remuneration 
on their behalf. Although not prepared to fully accept the 
ideal of professionalism, which would have enabled the 
Institute to argue for increases on the basis of 
professional standing and responsbility, and service to the 
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public, members were not prepared to see the Institute act 
in the way that they believed trade unions invariably did. 
The professional ideal was adopted to the extent that 
members believed that they were entitled to be better 
renumerated, and that fair-minded people would recognise 
this, but attempts to fix salaries, except for consulting 
work, were unacceptable. VIE members were wrong when they 
endorsed the view that the primary aim of trade unionism 
was always to extract the highest wages possible from 
employers. VOBU attitudes to piecework very clearly 
contravened this principle; the importance of piecework lay 
in the independence, and hence skilled status, that it made 
available to workers, rather than the potential for high 
earnings. It should not be supposed that the VOBU was 
uninterested in the matter of wage rates (the history of 
their negotiations with employers shows that the opposite 
was the case) but there were certain values which overrode 
financial considerations. Thus, the piecerates were set at 
a level which would enable an average worker to earn an 
acceptable wage with a normal week's work. Members who were 
slower than average, perhaps because they were elderly or 
inexperienced, or who had greater needs, perhaps to support 
a particularly large family, could work a little longer 
than the normal hours in order to earn what was necessary. 
But working inordinately long hours, or employing boys or 
family members, in order to earn larger wages was 
definitely unacceptable; such behaviour was 'sweating', and 
impinged on the independence of other workers. Probably the 
clearest example of the VOBU's attitudes to skill and 
piecework overriding attempts to increase wages occurred in 
the 1890s when union officials accepted wage cuts in an 
attempt to preserve piecework and prevent the unemployment 
of older workers. 
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The fact that attitudes to skill, and other issues, 
can take precedence over such basic matters as wages and 
salaries, makes it clear that we need to look at all 
aspects of policy and behaviour in order to build up a 
rational picture of an organisation. Unless this is done, 
and unless an attempt is made to discover and understand 
the origins of members' attitudes and ideals, there is a 
danger that our analyses will provide less complete and 
less accurate explanations of behaviour than would 
otheirwise be possible. Above all, looking at the complete 
picture, or at least as complete a picture as is feasible, 
makes it more likely that we will find rational 
explanations for behaviour. Such explanations will aid us 
in resisting the temptation to label behaviour as 
inconsistent, irrational, or short-sighted without very 
careful consideration. Even to claim that behaviour was 
misguided is not possible unless we understand the guiding 
principles on which it was based. 
In the case of the VOBU it is clear that policies on 
such seemingly disparate issues as apprenticeship, 
piecework, outwork, and eligibility for union membership, 
formed a coherent whole based on an ideology of 
independence for skilled workers. All aspects of policy 
were designed to foster and protect that independence, 
which was considered the just reward of the skilled worker. 
Attempts to implement these policies structured a 
particular labour process within the industry, and that 
labour process in turn created its own problems for the 
pursuit of independence. The ideology of independence had 
grown largely out of a labour process based on domestic 
outwork and piecerates; trade union action in support of 
independence and piecework hastened the shift to factory 
work, and the abolition of outwork. The shift to factory 
working brought increased mechanisation and increased the 
need of employers to assert control over the labour 
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process. Consequently, pressures on piecework increased and 
it was effectively abolished by employers as a means for 
workers to exercise independence. It was replaced by the 
task system which, although the employers always denied it, 
was in fact a reconstituted form of piecework; 
reconstituted to bring it closer to the piecework Marx had 
referred to as ^most in harmony with the capitalist mode of 
production', and to remove independence and control from 
the workers and transfer it to their employers. It could be 
argued, therefore, that the policies pursued by the VOBU 
were irrational because of this eventual result; but the 
claim that most behaviour can be understood as rational 
does not rely on its being successful as well. Unintended 
consequences of behaviour do not, themselves, render the 
behaviour irrational. 
Although an ideology of independence dominated VOBU 
policy and behaviour for many years, the policy was not 
unchanging. The union's approach to both the Victorian 
Wages Board system and the Commonwealth Conciliation and 
Arbitration Court was influenced by a belief in the 
importance of independence, but in each case the policy was 
modified by changed conditions, including the changes 
resulting from the existence of these new organisations. At 
the Wages Board, union representatives argued for the 
preservation of piecework, but were willing to forgo 
compulsory apprenticeship and the abolition of improvers in 
order to achieve a workable compromise in this area. By the 
time the VOBU filed its claim in the Conciliation and 
Arbitration Court piecework had been virtually abolished as 
employers utilised the Wages Board weekly wages award and 
the impact of mechanisation. Independence remained an 
important issue, however, and the major thrust of the 
non-wages section of the claim was for an acceptable system 
of apprenticeship within the trade. And the test of its 
acceptability was to be that apprentices should be ^taught 
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a substantial portion of the work of a factory', sufficient 
to enable them to earn a living as a journeyman at the 
expiry of their time. 
The achievement of independence was dependent on two 
conditions; workers must have a skill which would enable 
them to find work, and they must receive in return for that 
skill a wage sufficient to enable them to live with the 
respect and dignity of the skilled worker. Because neither 
of these conditions seemed to be capable of being met under 
the Wages Board system, VOBU members pushed for federation 
with other boot trade unions in order that a claim might be 
lodged in the Concilation and Arbitration Court. Thus 
federation into the Australian Boot Trade Employees 
Federation was premised on the ideology of independence; 
not because federation would make the union strong, but 
because it would grant them access to the newly established 
Conciliation and Arbitration Court. Among the arguments put 
to the Court, union representatives claimed that they had 
been unable to achieve fair conditions for their members 
when separate organisations existed because in each 
jurisdiction the threat of interstate competition was 
invoked. The union chose to go to the Conciliation and 
Arbitration Court, where it was believed that conditions 
would be fixed without reference to state boundaries, in 
order to evade the employers' tactics of invoking 
interstate competition whenever a claim was pursued. 
An unintended consequence of the Wages Board system 
was that it enabled the VOBU to gain sufficient strength 
and stability to pursue federation. Similarly the victory 
in the federal sphere had the unintended consequence of 
making the Wages Board more amenable to union demands. The 
Victorian government returned apprenticeship limitation 
power to the Boards and, in the boot trade at least, 
employers agreed to real negotations using the Boards to 
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ratify their agreements rather than face the threat of 
Higgins' Court. 
Like those of the VOBU the policies and behaviour of 
the Victorian Institute of Engineers formed a coherent 
whole when taken together. Policies on the education and 
training of mechanical engineers, registration and 
professionalism were based on the importance of practical 
skill to a mechanical engineer. Support for formal 
education and theoretical training was balanced by 
continuing calls for practical training, preferably 
on-the-job. The importance of that practical training and 
skill was sufficient to strongly inform Institute policies 
on the registration of engineers, and the issue of 
professionalism; in both cases the civil engineer members 
of the Institute had views antagonistic to those of the 
mechanical engineers. Government registration of engineers 
was seen as being likely to effectively close the 
occupation to many men, while ensuring that numbers of 
those who achieved the right to call themselves mechanical 
engineers would not possess the practical skills Institute 
members thought so important. The adoption of a truly 
professional attitude by the Institute would have closed 
the occupation in another way; by denying entry to the 
professional association to those who were not formally 
trained. Mechanical engineering had always had a place for 
the self-made man, often untrained but with a flair for 
design and invention; professionalism, it was thought, 
would lead to exclusivism, blocking out men of this sort 
and, with them, much of the originality and creativity 
which, to the shop-trained men, distinguished the true 
mechanical engineer from the mechanic. Acceptance of the 
need for some formal and theoretical training was not to be 
at the expense of the need for practical skills and 
shop-floor training. 
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The ambivalences expressed by VIE members about 
professionalism and the registration of engineers were of 
two kinds. Firstly, there were the disagreements between 
civil and mechanical engineers, which resulted from their 
different origins, different work experiences, and 
different training and socialisation. These differences led 
to a split in the VIE in 1919-20 when many of the 
Institute's civil engineering members left it to join a 
specifically professional body, the newly formed 
Institution of Engineers, Australia. Secondly, there were 
the ambivalencies expressed by mechanical engineers 
themselves. A result of their mixed origins, and their 
precarious position between the skilled worker and status 
seeking professional, the confusion resulted in an 
organisation that was neither a professional association, 
nor a learned society, nor a trade union. Unsure of its 
correct role, the VIE achieved little for its members, or 
for mechanical engineering as a whole, after 1910. It 
fulfilled some of the functions of a learned society but 
after the exodus of members in 19 20 its membership and its 
activities dwindled until it was finally absorbed by the 
Institution of Engineers, Australia in 1947. During the 
1920s its main function outside its learned society role 
seems to have been a negative one; the maintenance of 
opposition to attempts to enforce registration on engineers 
and on other occupations with whom they worked closely. Yet 
its opposition to such measures was not negative in origin; 
opposition was firmly based in the importance accorded to 
the possession of practical manual skill. Nevertheless, 
opposition to professionalism did not take mechanical 
engineers closer to the skilled workers who did possess the 
practical skills felt to be so necessary; those workers did 
not have the undefinable extra ingredient which would have 
made them mechanical engineers. Precisely because that 
difference was so undefinable, if it was not to be the 
possession of a degree or diploma, mechanical engineers 
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were keen to differentiate themselves from the engineering 
tradesmen. In that respect they were probably as status 
conscious as any professional group. Trade unionism was not 
an option for these men, but neither was professionalism of 
the sort espoused by the civil engineers. Effectively the 
VIE died of indecision, unable to establish a role for 
itself or to adapt to new circumstances after the First 
World War. 
The histories of both organisations, the VIE and the 
VOBU, have a further lesson for the historian. Both 
professional associations and trade unions exist for the 
benefit of their members, and the way that benefit is 
defined will strongly influence the policy and behaviour of 
the organisation. It is not for us to define the benefit 
which should have been pursued, but to understand the 
benefit that was sought. Both types of organisations, but 
trade unions in particular, are sometimes accused of 
short-sightedness in that they are seen to seek short term 
gain for their members without regard for larger 
consequences. For both the VIE and the VOBU the benefit of 
their members was of primary importance, but that benefit 
was seen to be strongly tied to the interests of craft, or 
trade, or profession. I do not refer here to the economic 
interests of an industry, although those interests would of 
course affect the position of workers, but to the 
preservation of craft skills and of knowledge. VOBU 
insistence on apprenticeship was intended to benefit 
members by providing them with skills with which to earn a 
living, and by protecting them from unregulated competition 
from cheaper labour. But it was not only this; it was also 
a means of preserving the craft. The skills and knowledge 
of the trade were important to the union, not just as 
saleable commodities for their members, but were of 
intrinsic importance in making men better bootmakers. 
Insistence on apprenticeship reflected pride in the trade. 
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and an emotional as well as an economic commitment to its 
survival. Mechanical engineers felt similarly; their 
occupation was important in itself, not just as a job which 
provided a means of survival. Their insistence on the need 
for a combination of theoretical skills and knowledge with 
good practical manual skills was based on a belief that 
this made better mechanical engineers. Concern that 
mechanical engineering should be well served by its 
practitioners was more important than the status which 
might have been gained by the adoption of professionalism. 
APPENDIX A 
Official Statistics on the Bootmaking Industry-
Three sets of official figures relating to bootmaking 
in Victoria exist for the period dealt with in this thesis. 
The first is the Victorian Census reports which, beginning 
in 1861, were collected at ten year intervals; the second 
is the series of reports published each year by the 
Registrar General under the title of Victorian Statistical 
Register, which includes information on the bootmaking 
industry in the section subtitled ^Production' from 1868. 
Finally there are the Annual Reports of the Chief Inspector 
of Factories, issued every year from 1886. 
The Census and VSR figures, in particular, are 
unreliable and should not be used for anything further than 
the illustration of trends. Although these collections do 
not purport to be measuring the same thing (the Census 
counted workers, while the VSR counted factories and 
factory workers) the number of glaring inconsistencies 
between these sets of figures cannot be explained 
sufficiently in this simple manner. The problem is 
compounded from 1886 when the Annual Reports of the Chief 
Inspector of Factories are added; these reports claim to 
measure the number of factories in that part of the colony 
under the jurisdiction of the Factories and Shops Act, and 
the nximber of workers employed in them. Consistently, from 
1886 until 1896 the Factory Inspector's Reports list more 
factories in the inspectorate (basically Melbourne, 
Ballarat, Bendigo and Geelong) than does the V ^ for the 
whole of the colony. Although the number of employees 
listed for each year is fairly similar in most instances 
the number of factories varies by between 11 and 41 per 
cent of the total reported by the Chief Inspector of 
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Factories. And this is despite the lament of the Factories 
Inspector in his 1896 Report that "the numbers given fall 
far short in every instance of the total number working at 
the trades referred to', because of the limitations of the 
Factories Act. Again, the 1895 Report suggests that 
probably 25 per cent of people working in manufacturing 
industries were exempt from the provisions of the Act, and 
thus from inclusion in the Reports. It would seem that, 
either the two sets of figures use different criteria in 
their definition of a factory, or the high figures can be 
explained by the extra vigilance of the Factory 
Inspectorate. Each of these suggestions provides, I would 
suggest, a partial explanation. 
The Factory Inspector's Reports were bound to comply 
with the provisions of the Factories and Shops Act, and 
that Act included in it a definition of what constituted a 
factory or workroom for the purposes of the Factory-
Inspector. These criteria were summarised in the 1895 
Report as follows: the Act referred only to places in 
cities, towns or boroughs, in which goods were prepared or 
manufactured for trade or sale for more than three months 
of the year, and in which 
* four or more persons are employed, or 
* two or more Chinese are employed, or 
* which employ steam or other mechanical power in 
the manufacturing process.^ 
^Although these criteria did change at times, ie. in 1885 
and 1894, there were always clear guidelines which had to 
be complied with. 
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The figures presented by the Registrar General's 
Office, however, do not seem to have been subject to such 
guidelines. Early Registers say nothing about the criteria 
on which workplaces were listed. The 1882 Register gives 
some indication but it is clear that the line between what 
was included and what was not was vague, and, in some 
respects, capricious. Thus 
The works, manufactories. Sc., respecting which 
information is given ... are all of an extensive 
character, except in cases where the existence of 
industries of an uncommon or interesting nature 
might appear to call for notice. Every 
bootmaker's, tailor's, dressmaker's, carpenter's, 
cooper's, blacksmith's, baker's, or 
confectioner's shop may, in a certain sense, be 
called a manufactoiry, but no attempt has been 
made to enumerate such places. 
Nor was any attempt made to define ^extensive' until 1894, 
when it would seem that the lack of comparability of these 
statistics with those of the Factory Inspector may have 
come under notice. In this year, also, we get the first 
indication of the classes of workers included in these 
statistics. 
As a general rule establishments employing less 
than four hands are not considered as 
manufactories, and are not returned unless 
machinery worked by steam, gas, electric, water, 
wind, or horse power is used, or the industry is 
of a novel description ... When manufacturing is 
carried on in connexion with some other business 
care is taken to include only those actually 
engaged in the manufacturing portion of the 
business. 
Further on we are informed that those listed as employees 
include 
the proprietors or managers, overseers, clerks, 
carters, labourers, home-workers and all other 
persons working in connexion with the factory, 
whether in or out of doors. Formerly no specific 
instruction was given. 
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There are major inconsistencies in respect to the 
number of women employed in the trade. The Factory 
Inspector's Reports and the Statistical Registers are in 
reasonably close agreement on this matter, but the Census 
consistently reports far fewer women in the trade as a 
whole than the other authorities consider to be working in 
factories. There are a number of possible explanations for 
this: one of the most likely is that women simply were not 
listed as being in employment by their husbands or whoever 
it was who filled out the census form. It also seems likely 
that many of them would have listed their occupation simply 
as machinist; and been classified with the clothing trades. 
A further problem here is that of outworkers, the vast 
majority of whom were female; outworkers should appear on 
census returns but the figures for female employment in 
these returns are so much lower than those in the Factory 
Inspector's Reports and the Statistical Registers that one 
can have little faith in them. Clearly we cannot be sure 
whether outworkers were or were not included in the 
Registrar General's figures before 1894, and the registers 
of outworkers which were required under the Factories and 
Shops Act of 1896 were dependent on the co-operation of 
employers and individual workers. The 1896 Report showed a 
total of 1569 registered outworkers of whom 569 were 
working in the clothing trades, a figure much lower than 
that estimated by the Factory Inspectors. 
For the purposes of my research I have accepted the 
statistics provided in the Annual Reports of the Chief 
Inspector of Factories as the most reliable of those 
available. The Factory Inspectorate was renowned for its 
vigilance and the degree of active interest it displayed in 
the enforcement of the Factories and Shops Act. More 
importantly, the Reports regularly provided an explanation 
of the statistics which accompanied them, including an 
assessment of their accuracy and/or comprehensiveness. 
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Particularly when a noticeable change occurred from year to 
year in employment figures or the number of factories in a 
specific industry the accompanying Report included some 
explanation for the change. For instance, in explaining the 
jump in the number of boot factories from 112 in 1893 to 
150 in 1894 the Report noted that 17 of the factories were 
new registrations employing between four and six persons, 
and had thus not been reguired to register before 1893. The 
Statistical Registers, on the other hand, offered no 
explanation whatever of the figures contained in them, or 
of changes in those figures. When the number of factories 
in 1890-2 was said to vary from 92 to 101 and back to 87 
with no explanation, one is inclined to accept the Factory 
Inspector's figures of 113, 114, and 113 as a more 
realistic and likely appraisal of the situation. The 
Factory Inspector's figures, provided one takes into 
account the limitations imposed by the Factories and Shops 
Act, would seem to be the best that are available. 
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TABLE ] - Official Statistics Relating to Bootmaking in Victoria 1868-1895 
VKMl Taken from Victorian Statistical Reqisters Taken from Factory Inspectors Reports 
No of Male Female Total No of Hale Female Total 
factories employees employees employees factories employees employees employees 
1868 16 587 28 615 
1869 16 691 57 748 
1870 17 793 89 882 
1871 29 1283 188 1471 
1872 24 1248 219 1467 
1873(a) 21 1380 219 1599 
1874 42 1540 269 1809 
1875 46 1664 387 2051 
1876 67 1831 433 2264 
1877 76 1930 540 2470 
1878 71 2056 559 2615 
1879 92 2536 676 3212 
1880 105 2994 925 3919 
1881 89 3027 986 4013 
1882 90 2732 940 3672 
1883 107 3065 1023 4088 
1884 94 3049 1116 4165 
1885(b) 91 2996 1104 4100 
1886 92 2638 936 3574 106 2691 953 3644 
1887 97 2867 1019 3886 111 2683 970 3653 
1888 96 2813 1047 3860 111 2892 1023 3915 
1889 98 2793 1026 3819 110 2855 999 3854 
1890 92 2736 1051 3787 113 2789 1086 3875 
1891 101 2890 1219 4109 114 2781 1057 3838 
1892 87 2427 914 3341 113 2635 1022 3657 
1893 81 2406 901 3307 112 2525 947 3472 
1894(c) 90 2731 1004 3735 150 2769 1026 3795 
1895 95 2528 954 3482 154 3148 1079 4227 
Not^s 
(a) In 1873 the official definition of a factory was a workplace employing more than 10 persons. 
Taken from Victorian Census Data 
Males 
in trade 
6133 
Females 
in trade 
81 
Total no 
in trade 
6214 
6469 1217 7686 
4515(d) 739 5254 
(b) In 1885 the definition was altered so that all workplaces employing 6 or more persons, using steam or other power, employing any number of 
Chinese, and engaged in preparation or manufacture of goods for sale, was covered. Under this definition laundries, for example, were exempt. 
(c) In 1894 the definition was altered again to cover all workplaces where goods were prepared or manufactured for sale and which employed more 
than 4 persons. 
(d) These figures refer to workers receiving salary or wages. 
YEAR 
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TABLE 2 - Official Statistics Relating to Bootn>aking in Victoria 1896-1915 
Taken from Victorian Statistical Registers Taken from Factory Inspectors Reports 
No of Male Female Total No of Male Female Total 
factories employees employees employees factories employees employees employees 
1896 98 2739 1062 3801 168 3122 1148 4270 
1897 97 2705 1152 3857 155 3325 1265 4590 
1898 89 2584 1141 3725 155 2998 1237 4235(c) 
1899 105 2721 1219 3940 142 3033 1233 4266 
1900 108 3051 1392 4443 121 3020 1284 4304 
1901 111 3097 1389 4486 126 2870 1381 4251 
1902 132 3136 1502 4638 130 3087 1425 4512 
1903 136 3135 1592 4727 128 2964 1530 4494 
1904 131 3390 1753 5143 131 3400 1796 5196 
1905 136 3447 1933 5380 141 3548 1824 5372 
1906 134 3355 1851 5206 139 3511 1933 5444 
1907 139 3667 2043 5710 136 3537 1954 5491 
1908 139 3587 2157 5744 128 3805 2171 5976 
1909 13G 3897 2376 6273 132 3695 2148 5843 
1910 144 3810 2381 6191 150 4093 2392 6485 
1911 154 3889 2448 6337 153 3812 2392 6204 
1912 151 3785 2359 6144 164 3936 2456 6392 
1913 162 3877 2399 6276 168 4177 2514 6691 
1914 172 3832 2424 6256 184 4103 2468 6571 
1915 174 3756 2418 6174 167 3430 2312 5742 
Notes 
(a) These data are taken from the Victorian Census, and include wage-earners only. 
Taken from Victorian Census Data 
Hales 
in trade 
Females 
in trade 
Total no 
in trade 
4030(a) 1119 5149 
7374(b) 2349 9723 
(b) Those data are taken from the Commonwealth Census and refer to all persons engaged in the trade whether as emloyers, self employed or wage 
earners. 
(c) Note the drop in male employment after the first determination of the Boot Board took effect. 
APPENDIX B 
Statistics and Biographical Data on 
Mechanical Engineering 
This appendix sets out the statistical data available 
on mechanical engineers and their industry in Victoria for 
the period 1861-1911. It also sets out in greater detail 
the biographical data on which a part of chapter seven is 
based, and cormnents on that data. 
The confusion about what constituted a mechanical 
engineer in the nineteenth century is reflected only too 
clearly in the statistics that were collected. Because the 
categories were changed frequently, and are often not 
directly comparable, the figures presented here are not 
presented in the same tabular form as was possible in 
Appendix A. 
Two sets of figures are available for Victoria; the 
Census figures, and the Victorian Statistical Register. 
Even when figures were collected in the same year the 
categories are not directly comparable as the Census 
measured individuals and categorised them, while the VSR 
counted people according to the type of workplace in which 
they were employed. This happened in the case of the 
bootmakers too, but the differences take on much greater 
significance in the case of a group like the mechaical 
engineers whose very identity we are attempting to 
establish. If the VSR tells us that there were 1000 men 
employed in boot factories in a particular year, we can 
safely assume that 900 of them, at least, were bootmakers 
and can attempt to verify this by matching the VSR figures 
with the Census figures. This is not possible in the case 
of mechanical engineers. An excellent example of the 
difficulty exists in the figures available for 1881. The 
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Census has a category titled ^Mechanical engineers; engine, 
machine - makers, agents, dealers' in which it places 870 
men. The VSR for the same year lists 6 6 engine and machine 
manufactories employing 2482 men, and 53 agricultural 
implement factories employing 1035 men. Clearly, a lot of 
the men in those workplaces have been categorised in other 
ways, probably as fitters, turners, blacksmiths etc, but we 
do not know how this was done or whether the categories bore 
any relationship to the self-perceptions of the men in 
question. The figures are given below. 
1861 - the Census category 
founders, whitesmiths, 
etc', of whom there were 5555 males, 
there was no Statistical Register. 
listed ^blacksmiths, 
mechanical engineers 
1871 the Census category listed ^engine and machine 
maker, agent, dealer', of whom there were 7 20 
males. 
The Statistical Register listed 24 ^machinists, 
engineers etc', employing 6 26 men. 
1881 The Census category listed 'mechanical 
engineers; engine, machine-makers, agents, 
dealers', of whom there were 870 males, 
the Statistical Register listed 66 'engine, 
machine-manufactories', employing 2482 men. 
1891 the Census categories listed 
'consulting mechanical engineer' 
'engineer (mechanical) engine maker, 
fitter, smith, apprentice' 
'engineer (undefined)' 
'machine, machinery-maker' 
'railway engine maker, fitter, repairer 
'millwright' 
- 23 
- 2265 
- 1478 
- 58 
- 96 
- 47 
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as well as categories for boilermakers, 
agricultural implement makers and engine 
drivers. 
the Statistical Register listed 201 'engine, 
machine-manufactories, and Ironfoundries', 
employing 6585 men, and 80 'agricultural 
implement manufactories', employing another 
1155 men. 
1901 - the Census categories listed 
'railway-engine maker, fitter' - 246 
'engine-maker, fitter (other), 
mechanical engineer' - 2173 
'millwright' - 35 
as well as various other categories. 
the Statistical Register listed 178 'engine, 
machine, iron foundry' workplaces, employing 
5108 men, and 55 'agricultural implement' 
makers, employing 979 men. 
1911 - the Australian Census listed, for Victoria, 
'engine-maker, fitter, mechanical 
engineer, draughtsman' - 4437 
'millwright' - 46 
'agricultural machinery and implement 
maker' - 1957 
and various other categories. 
the Statistical Register listed 59 
'agricultural implement' manuactories employing 
2706 men; 304 'engineering, boilermaking and 
iron foundry' workplaces employing 7330 men, 
and 15 'railway workshops' em.ploying 4123 men. 
Figures for New South Wales are not provided here, but 
the confusion and multiplicity of categories is similar to 
that shown for Victoria. In the case of Victoria the 
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categories for 1871 and 1881 are similar enough to allow 
comparison as are some of those provided for 1891 and 1901. 
However, except for a category of 'consulting mechanical 
engineer' in the 1891 Census (accounting for 23 men) there 
is no category anywhere which lists mechanical engineers 
alone. All the groupings list mechanical engineers with 
other workers who were not mechanical engineers, for 
example, fitters, smiths and draughtsman. 
Clearly, these figures will not assist us much in 
attempting to determine the number of men who claimed to be 
mechanical engineers in this period. There are only two 
statements that may be made with confidence, based on these 
figures; the first is that employment in what we might call 
the engineering trades grew enormously in the period 1871 to 
1911, the second is that the officials charged with 
collecting these statistics were as confused as the people 
from whom they were collected. 
The biographial data is also of limited use, due to its 
unrepresentative nature and the extremely small nximber of 
individuals for whom we have good information. The 
Australian Dictionary of Biography, 1788-1890 listed 30 
engineers for whom some claim to having worked as a 
mechanical engineer could be made. Those categorised by me 
as mechanical engineers include men who are listed as 
railway engineers (except where it is clear that they were 
civil engineers working only on the permanent way), 
hydraulic engineers, and those who undertook both civil and 
mechanical engineering tasks during their careers. 
Occupational data for the fathers of 24 of these men is 
available, as it is for 25 of those who worked solely as 
civil engineers. This data is presented below, and was 
dicussed in detail in chapter seven. 
An attempt was made to extend this analysis into the 
period 1891-1939, for which only the first four volumes of 
the ADB have been published. There is no occupational index 
avialable. A check was made on the names of each president 
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of the NSW Engineering Association, and the Victorian 
Institute of Engineers. This yielded only four additional 
entries, and the attempt was not pursued further. Similarly, 
a search of the professional literature revealed only a 
small nvimber of individuals who could be classified as civil 
or mechanical engineers and for whom the father's occupation 
was known. 
Unlike the statistics relating to the bootmakers, where 
the figures vary and one set has to be chosen as most likely 
to be representative, the statistical and biographical 
material on the mechanical engineers is of very little use 
at all. None of the statistical sets can be used to tell us 
even approximately how many mechanical engineers there were 
in Victoria in this period. Some hypotheses about the social 
origins of mechanical engineers, and the possible 
differences between those origins and those of the 
engineering tradesmen, can be based on the biographical 
material and on what we know about 19th century employment 
practices. Without vastly more information, however, the 
hypotheses cannot be tested and must remain educated 
guesses. 
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TABLE 1 
Occupations of fathers of engineers listed in the ADB 
FATHERS' OCCUPATION 
NUMBER OF 
CIVIL 
ENGINEERS 
MECHANICAL 
ENGINEERS 
Civil servant 
Builder 
Farmer 
Engineer 
Clergyman 
Surveyor 
Architect 
Railway worker 
Naval 
Drawing master 
Miner 
Draper 
Naval Surveyor 
Traffic Manager 
Wrought Iron Maker 
Scalemaker and haberdasher 
Mine master 
Excise supervisor 
Solicitor 
Doctor 
Cartwright and Plowright 
Town Clerk 
Plumber 
Military 
Professor of Mathematics 
Blacksmith 
Iron founder 
Storekeeper, merchant 
Hotelier 
Land Agent 
3 
2 
1 
2 
2 
2 
3 
3 
2 
1 
2 
2 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
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